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Introduction 


I felt an almost unbearable tension — it was as if I were two persons, two faces: 
of a Janus head. One profile stared disconsolately into the past — the fretful, 
violent, confining past brokeri only by occasional splotches of meaning. 
... The other gazed with longing and apprehension into the future — a future 
glowing with challenge, but also harboring the possibility of defeat. 

Angela Davis, Angela Davis: An Autobiography’ 


The Janus Head 


In her memoir, Angela Davis evokes Janus — the Roman god of doors or 
beginnings. Depicted with two visages facing, like portals, in opposite 
directions, Janus serves as a metaphor for the past and future directions 
of Davis’s political and intellectual life: the past manifests in the violent 
repression of blacks in the United States, the future reflects the possibility of 
an internationalist movement for a socialist, feminist, nonfacialist democ- 
racy. Janus, like Eleggua, the Yoruba orisha of the crossroads, marks awaken- 
ings, polarities, and contradictions. In the autobiography, it references the 
possibilities of choice.and realization within struggles for class, race, and 
sexual liberation. It also symbolizes simultaneous existence in the seemingly 
exclusive social worlds of black disenfranchisement and poverty and white 
privilege and education. Representing a.dialectic of theory and resistance in 
revolutionary struggle in Davis’s political and intellectual development, 
Janus signifies conflictual and transitional stages that foster feelings of 
alienation from the familiar, yet open new avenues. Life is set by a series 
of- decisions, paths taken and paths avoided. The existential dilemmas de- 
scribed in Angela Davis: An Autobiography reflect a tension magnified by the 
heightened expectations and fears characteristic of revolutionary social and 
political movements. In the US, during the.era of militancy depicted in the 
memoir, radical choices courted triumphs for liberation, or disasters and the 
possibility of imprisonment and death. Shaping Davis’s future as a black 
radical, Communist, and international feminist, the past and present pro- 
files of the Janus head denote transformative thought and personal/political 
struggle. Such thought, scanning both directions to avoid stagnation, 
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considers the past from which movements originate in order to maintain 
momentum for the future. For activist-intellectuals, such as Davis, who 
struggled with exclusionary but overlapping worlds shaped by race, class, 
sex, gender, and violence, Janus in its positive manifestation represents the 
opportunity to confront the contradictory existence of abrogated freedom 
within the world’s most powerful nation-state. In its negative aspect, it 
represents hypocrisy and denial, a “two-facedness” manifest when states or 
political systems claim democratic principles while systematically disenfran- 
chising marginalized peoples or political minorities. 


The Formation of an Activist-Intellectual 


Angela Yvonne Davis was born in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1 944 , near the 
close of the Second World War and the emergence of the United States as 
heir to British hegemony (a dominance which the US militarily retains, 
despite its slippage in the global economic and intellectual marketplace). 
She grew up in the Southern United States under Jim Crow segregation and 
codified racial discrimination. During the late 1940s, her family moved inte 
a neighborhood that subsequently became known as “Dynamite Hill’ 
because of Ku Klux Klan terrorism against black families being integrated 
into the previously all-white community. Although the Davis home was 
never targeted by white arsonists, houses across the street were bombed: 
Bombings and burnings continued for several years; “miraculously,” recalls 
Davis, no one was killed.” . l 
Racial segregation had created an apartheid-like Southern US in which 
African-American students, regardless of their economic status, usually 
attended the same (underfunded) schools. As a child, Davis was considered 
part of an elite among impoverished peers. Because of her family’s financial 
security and the extreme poverty of some classmates, the grade schooler 
stole from her father, giving money to children to buy their school lunch. 
Partly to escape the social roles defined by her middle-class standing in the 
black community and the educational limitations of local schools bound by 
Jim Crow and inequitable state funding, Davis left the South in 1959, for 
Manhattan, New York, where, under the auspices of a Quaker educational 
program, she lived with a progressive white family and attended a private 
high school, Elizabeth Irwin/Little Red School House. There she studied 
Karl Marx and Frederick Engels’s The Communist Manifesto, and at age 
fifteen became active in a youth organization associated with the Com- 
munist Party. Familiarity with the Party was part of her- family history. 
Since her birth, Davis’s parents had been close friends with black members 
of the Communist Party USA (CPUSA). Although neither ever joined the 
Party, they were black middle-class educators who organized as “commu- 
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nist- sympathizers.” Her mother, Sallye Bell Davis, was a national officer 
and leading activist in the Southern Negro Youth Congress, an organiza- 
tion associated with the CPUSA which had campaigned to free the 
Scottsboro Nine.? 

During her childhood, anti-Communist repression inthe McCarthy era 
forced the elder Davis’s friends — the parents of young Angela’s playmates 
—-underground. Despite the prevalence of repressive: anti-Communism, 
Davis was profoundly affected by Marxism, and sought’ a disciplined, 
antiracist movement against racialized €conomic’exploitation. Like Janus, 
Marxism with one profile surveyed economic, political, and social oppres- 
sion while the other provided a glimpse -of a possible future without the 
inequities of capitalism. 

Upon high school graduation and with a scholarship in hand, Davis left 
New York to attend Brandeis University in Massachusetts; she studied 
there with philosopher Herbert Marcuse, and took her junior year in France 
at the Sorbonne. This was the height of the civil rights movement emanat- 
ing from the 1955 Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycotts that had destabi- 
lized US apartheid. The memoir describes the young Davis’s dissonance 
as she embarks for Europe to develop as a formally-trained intellectual yet 
desires to remain connected to black liberation struggles in the US: “The 
Janus head was still fixed — one eye full of longing to be in the fray in 
Birmingham, the other contemplating my own future. It would be a long 
tirne before the two profiles came together and I would know the direction 
to' both the past and the future.”* Janus would continue to haunt Davis 
politically during the civil rights movement as she furthered her academic 
studies in France and Germany. Like other influential, progressive writers, 
particularly the black “public intellectuals,” Davis’s educational and eco- 
nomic privileges both distanced her from the most marginalized (African 
Americans) and infused her theories of (black) liberation. with an iriterna- 
tionalist perspective. Parisian anti-Algerian racism had a strong impact on 
her understandings -of international racism and colonialism and their con- 
nections to US antiblack racism (European racism also had a marked 
influence on another black American intellectual living.in Paris during that 
time, James Baldwin). Torn between the desire to learn from different 
national cultures and political systems and the need to join “the move- 
ment,” Davis decided not to pursue a doctorate at Goethe University in 
Frankfurt, Germany, choosing instead to return to the States to work with 

Marcuse ‘at the University of California at San Diego. 

Terrorist assaults against black activists provided the radicalizing impe- 
tus to end her European studies in the late 1960s. In. fact, the racist murders 
of childhood acquaintances in her hornetown during her first study abroad, 


‘in the éarly 1960s, profoundly affected her. In both the autobiography and 


a 1993 essay, “Remembering Carole, Cynthia, Addie Mae and Denise,” 
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Davis recounts how, while in France, she learned of the September 15, 
1963, bombing of Birmingham’s Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. In that 
foray by white extremists, fourteen-year-olds Carole Robertson; TPR 
Wesley, and Addie Mae Collins, and eleven-year-old Denise McNair, died. 
The bombing occurred soon after the historic 1963 March on Washington, 
DC, and Martin Luther King Jr’s eschatological “I Have a Dream speech. 
Davis reminisces that declining the scholarship to the private school in 
Manhattan would have probably placed her nearby at Fisk University 
in Nashville, Tennessee, at the time of the bombing. It was during her stay 
in Europe, far from family ties and a society schooled in surviving and 
confronting white violence, that Davis learned of, and became deeply 
disturbed by, the girls’ deaths: “If I had not been in France, news would not 
have been broken to me about the deaths... in the ‘objective journalism 
of the International Herald Tribune. ...1 was in Biarritz, living among 
people so far removed from the civil-rights war unfolding in the South that 
it made little sense.to try to express to them how devastated I felt. I wrestled 
in solitude with my grief, my fear and my rage.” The absence of public 
mourning in France for the slain youths — an absence put into sharp relief 
several months later when French nationals collectively mourned mhe assas- 
sination of US President John F. Kennedy — was strongly felt: I carried 
around in my head for many years an imagined representation of the 
bombing’s aftermath that was far more terrifying than any SE 
image of violence I have ever encountered: the fixed eyes of Carole s an 
Cynthia’s bloody decapitated heads and their dismembered limbs strewn 
haphazardly among the dynamited bricks and beams ın the front yard of the 
stately church. My own private imagination of what happened that day was 
so powerful that years would pass before I felt able to listen to the details of 
’s story.” 
R ae ish Davis extensively discussed the tragedy with Sallye 
Davis. In 1963, upon hearing the explosion from her home, the elder.Davis 
had contacted Alpha Bliss Robertson and driven her to the Sunday School 
class at the church to find her daughter, Carole; instead, the women found 
debris and parts of the children’s bodies. In the collective remembrance 
this tragedy, Davis notes erasure: “The time in the country my mother ane 
I spent remembering that terrible day three decades ago — Bloody Sunday’, 
she calls it — was both healing and frustrating. As we spoke about the 
girls as we had known them, it occurred to me that the way the memory of 
that episode persists in popular imagination is deeply problematic. What 
bothers me most is that their names have been virtually erased: They are 
inevitably referred to as ‘the four black girls killed in the Birmingham 
church bombing.’ Another traumatic moment eceurred in 1964 when 
James Chaney, Michael Schwerner and Andrew Goodman were killed in 
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Mississippi. A decade earlier, Emmett Till was found at the bottom of 
the Tallahatchie River. These boys, whose lives were also consumed by 
racist fury, still have names in our historical memory. Carole, Denise, 
Addie Mae and Cynthia do not:”* “Bloody Suiday,” the term used by 
many activists to describe the atrocity, becarnhe’ a fixture in American 
political racial memory. Yet few, Davis observes, remember that the girls 
were young activists, who at the time’ of theif deaths were-preparing ‘to 
speak about civil’ rights at the chutch’s annual Youth Day program.’ 
For most, the four “function abstractly in popular memory as ‘innocent, 
nameless black girls” bodies destroyed by racist hate.”!? All four shared 
political commitments with other youths who in that volatile year had 
confronted police commissioner Eugene “Bull” Conner’s high-powered 
fire hoses and, according to Davis, “filled the jails in Birmingham in a 
way that reenergized the Civil Rights Movement like nothing since the 
Montgomery Boycott.” 

Missing the courageous confrontations with repressive state laws waged 
by youths, particularly girls and young women, Davis spent most of her 
years between 1959 and 1967 outside of the South and therefore distanced 
from the Southern civil rights movement (as did’ other African-American 
women, such as Black Panther leaders Elaine Brown, Kathleen Cleaver, 
and Assata Shakur). However, Davis periodically “touched base” with the 
movement. For instance, testing voter disenfranchisement of blacks, in 
1965, when she became twenty-one, she attempted to register to vote in 
Birmingham and was denied that right because of her race. In the early 
1980s, during a National Women’s Studies Association keynote address, 
Davis recalled the abrogation of her civil rights to illustrate the political 
repression of women. Examining the repressive legacy of continuing voter 
disenfranchisement during the Reagan administration’s destabilization of 
social and political gains from the civil rights and women’s movements, she 
cited the case of Julia Wilder and Maggie Bozeman of the Black Belt of 
Alabama who were convicted in January 1982, of voter fraud. Both women 
had “assisted older people and people who, as a result of the racist educa- 
tional system that is particularly acute in the South, never managed to learn 
how to read and write well enough to fill out a ballot... [consequently] 
they were tried and convicted by an all-white jury and sentenced to four and 
five years, respectively, in the state penitentiary.” 

‘With the 1964 Voting Rights Act and the de jure right to vote won by the 
“second reconstruction,” the de facto abrogation of rights continued. Para- 
doxically, as repression continued, the definition of rights for the dispos- 
sessed expanded beyond that of civil rights to the more encompassing social 


and etonomic rights. This growing demand for justice and equality also 
sparked calls to militancy. 
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SNCC and the Black Panther Party 


The-search for human liberation greater than the US Constitution’s prom- 
ise of electoral powers led Angela Davis to the Student ian 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and the Black Panther Party ae Je 
The Black Panther logo of the Lowndes County, Alabama, Free os 
Democratic Party was propelled into the national spotlight in 1966 l = 
television broadcasts of a Greenwood, Mississippi, march. There -wi 
Martin Luther King Jr in attendance — SNCC’s Stokely Carmichael, nite 
just been released from jail by local police attempting to destabize : 
demonstration, galvanized the black gathering to chant for “Black T 
The “Panther” captured the political imagination of black youths. Spea F 
to black political frustrations with the intransigence of an entrenched w ite 
power structure, one enforced by police malfeasance and brutality, n 
echoed Malcolm X’s calls for self-defèhse. with the heightened sense of ris 
and confrontation which followed his 1965 assassination. The Panther — 
which remains tke politiċal-ćultural syrhbol for black militancy and S 
tance in the US — became: the contested namesake and syritbol for severa 
organizations; interestingly, these eres T pei west coast 
ivil rights struggles of the north- an f 
ie Nee = Bobby Seale’s Black Panther Party PE TS 
emerged in Oakland, California, in 1966, and later expanded into . 
Angeles where Davis was a member of the Black Panther Political eae 
1967, at the demands of Oakland’s leadership for exclusive claim to the ti e 
and SNCC national leaders Carmichael and James Forman’s suggestion, 
the Black Panther Political Party became “Los Angeles SNCC.” It was 


short-lived as a political group. Los Angeles SNCC women ran the office 


inated as official spokespersons and media figures, according 
o SE a that Los Angeles SNCC dissolved because of ae s 
refusal to áccept the sexist and masculinist posturing of male leaders r 
Other factors leading to the demise of the organization were e 
SNCC’s anti-Communism, and attempts by the New York-based nationa 
SNCC office.(under the leadership of H. Rap Brown, but over the protests 
of Forman) to dictate policy to aire one 
rge with Newton’s Panthers. 
eee tee SNCC, Davis joined the Black Panther Party for Self- 
- Defense. She describes her affiliation with the Panther organizañon as A 
“permanently ambiguous status” that fluctuated between member’ an 


i ivei j izi ily in charge of 
‘fellow-traveler’.” Active in community organizing, temporarily ir 
political education in the West Side office (which she worked with Bunchy 
Carter and John Huggins to open) and formulating political education 9 
the Los Angeles Chapter, Davis remained on the fringes of the Panthers 


dictate led to an aborted ; 
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internal contestations. Years later, she recalls her doubts about the Party’s 
militarist posturing: “I thoroughly‘respécted the BPP’s visible defiance and 
principally supported the right to’self-defense. . ... I also found myself using 
funerals and shootings. as fhe most obvious signposts of the passage of 
time. However, sensing ways in which this danger and chaos emanated 
not only from. the enemy outside, but from the very core -of the Black 


Panther Party; I preferred to.remain uninformed about the organization’s 


inner operations.” ” 


Part of the contradictions of internal operations revolved around sexual 
politics. The Black Panther Party as a masculinist, revolutionary organiza- 
tion operated in ways that promoted both males and females to: perceive 
women “as objects of male sexual desire,” according to Davis.” No matter 
how close a woman came to approximating the contributions of the most 
esteemed .male leader, maintains Davis, the respect granted a Panther 
woman, even those.in high-ranking leadership, could be and was “reversed 
with the language and practice of [male- or female initiated] sexual seduc- 
tion.” ‘Davis’s generalizations concerning Panther women (and men) uni- 
versalize the behavior of elite Oakland leadership (as portrayed by Elaine 
Brown), suggesting a gender uniformity for the leadership and rank-and-file 
of. chapters and branches across the country.” Despite its sexism, complex- 
ity marked Panther sexual politics; for example, the BPP newspaper took a 
stance for gay/lesbian, and women’s rights as Davis remarks elsewhere. 

‘Davis notes that.although some African-American women in revolution- 
ary organizations “detested the overt sexism of male leaders,” they also 
associated feminism with middle-class white women: “In failing to recog- 
nize the profoundly masculinist emphasis of our own struggles, we weré all 
at risk. We often ended up affirming ‘hierarchies in the realm of gender 
relations that we militantly challenged in the area of race relations.”’° Of her 
romanticizing of the Panthers, Davis writes: “I cannot deny the attraction 
that the Panther representations of black militant masculinity held for me at 
a time when precious few of us had begun thinking about the politics of 
sexism and compulsory heterosexuality.”’’ The construction of the revolu- 
tionary, of the militant leader with transformative agency for social justice, 
was masculine: “Revolutionary practice was conceived as quintessentially 
masculinist. ‘The Party’s imagined power was too often conflated with 
power over the means of violence, wielded both against the ‘enemy’ and in 
the ranks of the Party itself. This power was sexualized so that women’s 
place was always defined as unalterably inferior. It articulated notions of 
revolutionary democracy with gang-inspired, authoritarian organizational 
principles. It sexualized politics and politicized sexuality in unconscious 
and dangerous.ways.”'® 

- The Black Panther Party, as “part of our historical memory,” provides 
a contested terrain, one often navigated with blinders of romanticized or 
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demonized iconography. Romanticization and E a 
i ich by the 1960s was a raaica 
extend to the Communist Party, whic a 
id izati i less of a political threat than 
olutionary) organization, perceived as oss of 
apes and so less of a target for violent ee a =e FA piles 
i i P was in decline by 

d federal police agencies. The BP l i : 

aon by police and FBI agents and Poo airs ae 
i - te leadership. 

i der bias, and the corruption of west coast eli 
CPUSA, which had been infiltrated decades earlier and crippled by R 
McCarthy era’s persecution, had its own internal contradictions aroun: 


race and gender. 


The Communist Party USA 


Davis became a member of the Communist Party USA in 1968, at the same 


time that she joined the Panthers; however, her ties with the CPUSA . 


proved less problematic than her relationship with the BPP. es eon 
with the Panthers would last less than two years; with the Comm 


Party, it would endure for over twenty. Initially Davis joined pte 
pecauise of her commitments to internationalist struggle. Like W. Paice 
Bois, who after the Second World War, began to incorporate 


theory into his analyses of oppression, Davis felt that black liberation ye 
unobtainable apart from an international workers’ movement P oi 
i i iali i Her understanding that a mass libera 
talism, imperialism, and racism. ae 
- d in order to confront the racist 10 
struggle needed to be class-base cn 
itali by a 1969 trip to Cuba. (In $ ; 
of capitalism was strengthened l : X 
j i US-backed Batista dictatorship, 
ed a successful revolution against the À i i 
aa in 1963, again successfully, defended itself against the US Bay of Pigs 
aha joining the Communist Party was Davis’s response to the = 
ciencies she found in the black liberation movement’s nationalism. Fa er, 
black nationalism inspired African Americans by ER meas ets 
i S ic.” but its dominant culturali 
African past.and a black aesthetic, it ee ae 
i d political analyses for black equal 
lacked comprehensive economic an anal peak 
i i k nationalist ideology’s constru 
and human rights. In her view, blac l 1 ; 
of “race” distilled from economic, gender, ethnic, and class same" 
tions erased the connections between oppressed blacks, other sae 
marginalized peoples, the exploitation of white cary iar ae 
itati i ism i 1960s led Davis (by then 
limitations of cultural nationalism in the : 
for over a decade) to ideologies such as those espoused by the Che 


Lumumba Club of southern California. One of the CPUSA’s few all-black 


i igns against police brutal- 
llectives, the Club conducted successful campaigns 
ee and executions in black neighborhoods. Davis found Che-Lumumba 


Mammea ee meen wn 
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unhampered by the conservative gender and sexual politics undermining 
radical organizations such asthe west-coast Student Nonviolent Coordinat- 
ing Committee and the west-coast Black Panther Party. 
Davis’s political work and pérsonal life within organizations such as the 
Communist Party and the Black Panther Party made her vulnerable to 
attacks by university administrations. By 1969, the new assistant philoso- 
phy professor at the University of California at ‘Los Angeles (U CLA) was 
recognized in the state as a radical antiracist and a Communist. Although 
it had no formal punitive measures for ousting antiracists (as did schools in 
the South which had criminalized membership in the National Association 
for the Advancement of Coloréd. People), the university administra- 
tion codified persecution of Communists. In 1949, in the advent of 
McCarthyism, ‘the University of California Regents had passed a bylaw 
banning the hiring of Communists. Twenty years later, it terminated 
Davis’s contract under the leadership of then California Governor and later 
US President Ronald Reagan (when head of the'Hollywood Screen Actors 
Guild, Reagan had provided the names of film artists/artisans suspected of 
“communist leanings” to the FBI).’® It would be two decades before Davis, 
who had trained for years to become an academic, would be permitted a 
tenured professorship in the University of California. 
Despite the professional costs, she openly served for twenty-three years 
in active leadership on the Party’s Central Committee and twice ran for 
Vice-President on its national ticket. In 1991, on the-eve of the. CPUSA 
25th National Convention, seeking with other long-time Party members to 
democratize the internal life of the CPUSA, Davis and approximately eight 
hundred activists and intellectuals formulated, signed, and disseminated an 
internal document designed to open up avenues of debate, “An Initiative to 
Unite and Renew the Party.” The “Initiative” criticized the CPUSA for 
elitism and racial and sexual bias. For example, it argues for the need to 
restore “the principle of black and white leadership,””’ maintaining that the 
Party has “gone backward in attention to the struggle for African-American 
equality.”” Referring to the struggle for gender equality, the document 
states: “While the ultra-right has furiously attacked women’s rights pre- 
cisely to divide the people, a kind of simplistic interpretation of a class 
approach: has led us to pay scant attention to the very dynamic women’s 
movement.”” Advocating a stronger ‘grassroots mandate for the CPUSA, 
the’ “Initiative” criticizes past Party practices as non-democratic: “Our 
participation in mass struggles should be our primary task and yardstick.”” 
The “Initiative” makes no mention of sexuality, homophobia, and gay, 
lesbian, bi- and transsexual rights. 
During the national elections that followed, Communist Party leaders 
who signed the paper were refused placement on the official slate; conse- 
quently, none of the “Initiative” signatories were re-elected to office. Later 
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that year, along with most of the eight hundred, including leaders such.as 
Charlene Mitchell, Herbert Aptheker, and James Jackson, Davis left the 
Communist Party. The following year, at a Berkeley, California, confer- 
ence, the reformers created the Committees of Correspondence, on whose 
National Coordinating Committee Davis. briefly served. 


te 
bod 


Political Trials 


Active in the Communist Party, Davis became engaged in prisoners’ rights 
activism during the time that she was defending her right to teach at 
UCLA. Her organizing focused on a mass défense for the Soledad Broth- 
ers: George Jackson, Fleeta Drumgo, and John Clutchette. These three 
incarcerated African-American leaders in the California prisoners’ rights 
movement were falsely charged with killing a.prison guard in January 1970. 
Through the Soledad Brothers’ Defense Committee she met prison intel- 
lectual and liberation theorist George Jackson. Author of Blood in My. Eye 
and Soledad Brother,“ he would eventually become an. intimate friend of 
Davis. At the age of eighteen, Jackson had: been sentenced to an indeter- 
minate sentence of from one year to life for driving a car involved in a gas- 
station robbery which netted seventy dollars. Jackson, who had served ten 
years at the time Davis met him, maintained that he was unaware of his 
acquaintance’s robbery as he sat in the car. On August 21, 1971, at the.age 
of thirty, this Soledad prison leader and Field Marshall for the Black 
Panther Party was shot and killed by a guard, in what many activists viewed 
as a political assassination. 

Before meeting Jackson, Davis established friendships with his family-- 
mother Georgia, sisters Penny and Frances, and seventeen-year-old brother 
Jonathan, who eventually became ore of her bodyguards. The activist- 
academic was daily receiving multiple death threats. Campus police pro- 
vided some measure of protection as she taught classes and met with 
students. Friends and co-activists provided off-campus security, often with 
guns legally purchased by the twenty-six-year-old assistant professor and 
kept in her apartment. To publicize prison conditions and state abuses 
against the Soledad Brothers, and out of love for his ‘brother, George, in 
August 1970, Jonathan Jackson, a member of Davis’s security, carried-guns 
into a courtroom in northern California’s Marin County. With prisoners 
James McClain, William Christmas, and Ruchell Magee, he took as hos- 
tages the judge, district attorney, and several members of the jury. The high 
school student and inmates brought the hostages to a van in the parking lot. 
San Quentin guards fired on the parked vehicle, killing Judge Haley, 
Jonathan Jackson, and prisoners McClain and Christmas, while seriously 
wounding the district attorney, several jurors, and prisoner .Magee who 
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later became Davis’s codefendant.” She was not in northern California at 
the time, but because the guns were registered in her name, Davis was 
named by police as an accomplice. In that era, at the- height of the FBI’s 
counterintelligence program (COINTELPRO) to undermine the civil 
rights and black liberation movements — pglice, assisted by federal agents, 
had killed or assassinated over twenty black revolutionaries in. the Black 
Panther Party.” Rather than turn herself in to the ‘authorities, Davis went 
underground and for two months was. on the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation’s “Ten Most Wanted List.” Captured in Manhattan on Octo- 
ber 13, 1970, she would spend the next sixteen months in prison, most of 
it in solitary confinement, before her release on bail. 

On January 5, 1971, in The People of the State of California vs. Angela Y. 
Davis, the state arraigned Angela Davis in a small Marin County Court- 
room on charges of murder,” kidnapping, and conspiracy. Throughout 
1971, various judges denied more than thirty pre-trial motions made by 
defense counsel. Responding to the defense team’s motion for a change of 
venue — the defense hoped that the trial would be relocated to the more 
racially mixed Alameda county — the state moved the case to Santa Clara 
County, ensuring the likelihood of an all-white, conservative jury. Never- 
theless, the case was closely monitored by progressive activists and intellec- 
tuals who petitioned for a fair trial. In April 1972 the National United 
Committee to Free Angela Davis published her opening defense statement 
in a pamphlet entitled Frame-Up, which argues that Davis was prosecuted 
because of her effective leadership in mobilizing African Americans to 
support political prisoners such as the Soledad Brothers, and to oppose the 
state’s efforts to “eliminate” the Brothers and. derail the radical move- 
ment.” California Assistant Attorney. General Albert Harris, who was spe- 
cially appointed to prosecute Davis; would latter complain about the 
“international conspiracy to free the defendant” when Santa Clara Gounty 
jail authorities were flooded with calls, telegrams, and letters from around 


_ the world protesting the conditions under which Davis was housed. Presi- 


dent Richard Nixon, Attorney General John Mitchell, FBI Director J. 
Edgar Hoover (architect of the illegal and violent counterrevolutionary 
COINTELPRO), and Governor Reagan were also deluged with millions of 
pieces of mail objecting to inadequate conditions hampering Davis’s de- 
fense team. 

The trial took place in a time of severe government repression against 
radicals and revolutionaries that included the use of state juries to tie up 
black activists in court on falsified criminal charges or to falsely incarcerate 
them.” Nationwide though, exposés on COINTELPRO, state malfea- 
sance, and flimsy evidence; coupled with educational campaigns and dem- 
onstrations to end repressive policing and judiciaries, led juries to throw out 
cases or rule in favor of activists. In New Haven, New York, New Orleans, 


12 Introduction 


Los Angeles, San Francisco, Denver, and Detroit, juries exonerated defen- 
dants such as the Harrisburg 7, Ericka Huggins and Bobby Seale, the New 
York 21, and others. In fact, at the time of Davis’s trial, jurors in a San 
Rafael court acquitted the Soledad Brothers of all-charges (George Jackson 
did not live to see his exoneration), with some jurors greeting the defend- 
ants after the reading of the verdict, according to. Frame-Up. 

In February 1972, after intense and lengthy lobbying by activists to end 
dehumanizing prison conditions and judicial racism in sentencing, the state 
Supreme Court abolished the death penalty in California,” a decision that 
would facilitate Davis’s release on bail. Organizers had effectively mobilized 
a massive, (inter)national campaign, inundating the trial judge with de- 
mands for immediate bail, including a telegram signed by all thirteen of the 
African-American US Congressmen, at that time, the entire membership of 
the Congressional Black Caucus. On February 23, 1972, noting the mag- 
nitude of the public demands, the presiding judge granted bail. Given that 
her release undermined the presumption of guilt, which had been promoted 
in most media, prosecutors sought, and were denied; a delay in the trial 
proceedings. The trial, which progressed throughout 1971 and into ‘the 
following year, ended just as the Soledad Brothers’ trial -had: “Angela 
Yvonne Davis was acquitted of all charges when the jury rendered its “not 
guilty” verdict on June 4, 1972. : 

2 


Prison Writings 


Davis’s, pioneering works include her “prison writings,” and the memoir If 
They Gome in the Morning: Voices of Resistance.’ Women’s rights and 
leadership remain a-central theme’ in her. work on liberation politics. Her 
leadership in the Soledad Brothers’ Defense Committee led to correspon- 
dence with George Jackson (reprinted in Jackson’s Soledad Brother), whose 
letters included critiques of the social function of prisons and a chauvinism 
antithetical to liberation praxis. According to Davis, “He seemed to have 
internalized the notions of black women as domineering ‘matriarchs, as 
castrating femalés, notions associated with the Moynihan Report. I could 
detect this in the comments he made in his letters, especially -comments 
about his mother.” To challenge Jackson’s gender politics, she began to 
investigate the role of African-American females during slavery and eventu- 
ally developed the éssay “Reflections on the Black Woman’s Role in the 
Community of Slaves.”” At the time, little had been written on enslaved 
black women from a feminist perspective. As an inmate, Davis ‘was able 
to research this article only with extreme. difficulty, obtaining books. only 
by stating that they were pertinent to her case: “I informed the jail 
authorities that.I had the right to whatever literature I needed for the 
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preparation of my defense. In a large sense this research really was very 
helpful for the preparation of my defense because in my trial I focused 
a great deal on the misogynist character of the prosecution’s case. The 
theoretical work I did on black women actually assisted me to develop a 
strategy for my own defense.”** Sexist imagery was a pillar-in-Prosecutor 
Harris’s March 27, 1971, opening:argument in which he depicted Davis as 
a “student of violence,” and, referring to her relationship: with -George 
Jackson, a “‘woman of uncontrollable passions’, the vicious conspirator 
blinded by love.” < 

Davis’s autobiography recounts the conditions under which she was held 
while awaiting trial, describing the penal environment and key moments of 
her imprisonment and trial defense. Despite adverse conditions while incar- 
cerated, she served as co-counsel, preparing her defense with movement 
attorneys. Scholarly literature produced while in jail, such as the above 
mentioned “Reflections on the Black Woman’s Role in the Community of 
Slaves,” reflected her own political experiences of sexism. Davis traces the 
thesis of black matriarchy (expressed by Jackson) to various theories, in- 
cluding E. Franklin Frazier’s in the 1930s, that argue that black. women 
“remained the only real vestige of family life” because slavery had destroyed 
the black family and consequently created hybrid black women, over- 
whelming creatures that oppressed or emasculated black males. Senator 
Daniel Moynihan’s 1965 government report, The Negro Family —A Case for 
National Action, promoted this image -as it portrayed black mothers as 
matriarchs who pathologized the black family through their subversion of 
gender roles. Davis’s critique of the “Moynihan Report” addresses labor 
exploitation of black women and men in the community of slaves. 
Responding to the pervasive depiction of black women as domineering 
matriarchs, Davis offers one of the earliest analyses of the intersections of 
racism, sexism, and capitalism within the.slave-economy and one of the 
earliest essays on antiracist feminist theory contextualized in the black 
experience in the Americas. She also provides a corrective to biased histo- 
riography that marginalizes or caricatures the realities of enslaved women. 
Introducing the concept that equal exploitation or “deformed equality” 
tended to disrupt gender hierarchies for black women and men, the essay 
both challenges common misperceptions of black female life under slavery 
and highlights the manner in which stereotypes shape contemporary per- 
gpectives and scholarship. Precisely because it demystified stereotypical 
images of enslaved black women and emphasized the specificity of histori- 
cal women..in resistance, this influential essay became widely circulated 
among feminist and black studies readers. 

Another prison essay, “Political Prisoners and Black Liberation,” first 
appeared in If They Come in the Morning: Voices of Resistance, an anthology 
edited by Davis, from her cell, and activist-academic Bettina Aptheker, with 
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contributions from “US radicals such as Aptheker, and political prisoners 
or prison intellectuals such as Davis and Newton. “Political Prisoners 
and Black Liberation” ‘is perhaps the first essay authored by ah African- 
American woman within the genre of contemporary black’ protest and 
prison literature, a genre traceable to Martin Luther King Jr’s 1955, “Letter 
from Birmingham Jail.” Davis writes in this essay, which was first published 
in 1971, that “the entire apparatus of the bourgeois democratic state, 
especially its judicial system and its‘prisons, is disintegrating. The judicial 
and prison systems are to be increasingly defined as instruments for un- 
bridled repression, institutions which may bé successfully resisted but 
which are more and more impervious to meaningful reform.”*° While she 
was incarcerated, her 1969 philosophy lectures on the Hegelian dialectic 
and the sldve-turned-abolitionist Frederick Douglass (for a course she 
designed, “Recurring Philosophical Themes in -Black Literature,” as 
UCLA’s first class on black philosophy, and to encourage philosophical 
reflections on black enslavement and freedom) were collected. The New 
York-based Comniittee to Free Angela Davis printed the lecture notes in 
1971, as the pamphlet Lectures,.on Liberation. Later edited into “Unfinished 
Lectures on Liberation — II,” Davis’s first published theoretical piece ap- 
peared in the grouridbreaking anthology on African-American philosophy, 
Philosophy Born of Struggle.” 

Davis’s analysis of enslavement and freedom, developed prior to her own 
incarceration, proves relevant to both the postbellum and postmodern US 
where law codifies slavery. The Thirteenth Amendment to the US Consti- 
tation legalizes “involuntary servitude” within penal institutions, while US 
politics and racism create a racialist legal system ‘marked by sentencing 
disparity so that the majority of the nearly two million now incarcerated in 
prisons or detention centers are African-American, Chi¢ano-Latino, and 
Native American. The desire for freedomi on the part-of the enslaved in the 


nineteenth century reflects the rights — or. limitation of- rights — of -those . 


incarcerated in the twentieth (and twenty-first) century. Hér most recent 
writings return to the consuming interests of three decades ago. Her analy- 
sis of contemporary imprisonment in “Race and Criminatization: Black 
Americans and the Punishment: Industry” details the rationalization of 
racist punishment in connection with militarism and industrialism within 
prisons. In “From the Prison of Slavery to the Slavery of Prison: Frederick 
Douglass and the Convict Lease System,” Davis discusses how “blackness 
is ideologically linked to criminality in ways that are'more. complicated and 
pernicious than Douglass ever’ could have imagined.” Writing -about the 
racialization of crime in “Racialized Punishment and-Prison.Abolition,” she 
critically examines Michel Foucault’s Disétpline and Punish: The Birth of the 
Prison.” Arguing for a new “abolitionism,” Davis maintains. that raising 
“the possibility of abolishing jails-and prisons as the institutionalized and 
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normalized means of addressing social problems in an era of migrating 
corporations, unemployment and homelessness, and collapsing public ser- 
vices [may] ... help to interrupt the current law-and-order discourse that 
has such a grip on the collective imagination, facilitated as it is by deep and 
hidden influences of racism.”*” 


Antiracist Feminist Writings 


As mentioned earlier, the most distinctive contribution of Davis’s prison 
writings, in fact her work in general, is the gender analysis in which she 
radicalizes feminism through a class and antiracist analysis and offers new 
constructions for black female identity and politics. In the intersectional 


analyses of Marxism, antiracism, and feminism, exists the body of written ~ 


work for which Davis is best known. Activist women’s contributions to 
Marxism and Communism are frequently and easily overlooked, according 
to Davis. Citing women such as Lucy Gonzales Parsons and Claudia Jones, 
Davis notes that many women -who devoted their lives to organizing for a 
revolutionary, socialist society produced neither theoretical nor autobio- 
graphical literatyre. In the absence of such writings, their intellectual and 
political agency has often “disappeared” or been dismissed. The reappear- 
ance of, and recognition for, the contributions of the intersections of 
Marxist, antiracist, and feminist praxes and radical female activists 
characterizes Davis’s work. 

Her writings examine the contradictions and contributions of contempo- 
rary women to radical and feminist politics. Davis asserts that the feminist 
movement of the 1960s and 1970s held little attraction for black female 
militants and other progressive Chicana, Puerto Rican; Asian, and Native 
American women, despite the gender hierarchies within their respective 
antiracist or nationalist movements (one exception she notes is the black 
or Third World Women’s Alliance which grew out of SNCC chapters on 
the east coast to focus on a tripartite struggle against racism, sexism, 
and imperialism). In the.nascent movements, the bifurcation of antiracist 
and antisexist struggles took curious turns: (middle-class) white women 
struggled with learned passivity and a hyper-femininity; black women were 
castigated for being too assertive and’ aggressive, or not feminine (passive) 
enough. In Davis’s evolving feminism, radical black women and antiracist 
white women altered the nature of feminist theory and feminist practice, 
expanding praxes and ideologies, and leading to differentiations of femi- 
nisms. Feminists seeking “to open the executive suites of the corporations 
to women, regardless of the fact that these corporations are exploiting 
people” present an alien gender politics, writes Davis; she maintains that 
when women “oppressed not only by virtue of their gender but by virtue of 
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their class and their race wim victories for themselves, then other women 
will inevitably reap the benefits of these victories”; asserting the value of 
Marxism for feminism, she continues, “it is possible. to be a Marxist, 
emphasize the central role of the working class, but at the same time 
participate in the effort to win liberation for all women.”” A theory that 
accepts the overlapping interests of different groups reflects the present 
range of social and political repression. Drawing on the intersections of 
racist, sexist, and heterosexist repression, Davis contends that sexism has a 
“racist component which affects not only women of color but white women 
as well. Ku-Klux-Klan-instigated violence against black people incites, for 
example, violence against women who attempt to use the services of abor- 
tion clinics. Low wages for women of color establishes a standard which 
leads to low wages for white women. So that white women are the victims 
of any upsurge in racism.”*’ For Davis, it is “not coincidental that the same 
forces” attacking “abortion clinics and their personnel have also tried to 
prevent integrated schools.”** Likewise, decrying the lack of a mass effort 
to challenge homophobia, and the “ghettoization” of the gay and lesbian 
political movements, Davis writes that the roots of homophobia are inter- 
twined with the roots of racism, sexism, and economic exploitation. Reac-- 
tionary intellectuals and activists, including extremists, have .promoted 
violence against gays and lesbians, and a “fraudulent. analysis holding 
homosexuals responsible for the so-called breakdown of the family.”* 
Linking the repression of heterosexuals’ sexuality and that of their gay, 
lesbian, bi- and transgender counterparts, Davis maintains that racism 
has played a central role in creating the prevailing repressive sexual 
environment.“ 

Describing how African-American women’s work in black liberation 
organizations ‘constituted a form of feminist consciousness-raising, she 
marks the developing feminisms that presented an alternative to the 
women’s circles in the emerging (white) feminist movement: “Black 
women and women of color were making important contributions to th > the 


ride o Baa aaa ss about the impact-of sexism. While 


We t define ourselves as womens liberationists, we were in fact 


fighting for our right to-make equal `contributions to the he fight against 
racism. Making an equal contribution often aa confronting sexism 
both within the movement-and-embedd ature and academic-dis- 
course-about-black. women...—~ 

Unique to mainstream feminist thought of the early 1970s (and still 
somewhat of a novelty in contemporary mainstream feminism) were analy- 
ses of the intersections of racist and sexual violence. Addressing the simul- 
taneous and intersectional appearances of sexism and racism, and by 
extension sexual and racist violence, Davis’s early work presented a correc- 
tive to feminist theory that erased racist violence, and antiracist theory that 
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masked sexist violence. “Rape, Racism, and the Capitalist Setting,”*° which 
first appeared. in The Black Scholars 1978 special issue on “The Black 
Woman,” critiques the role of class in racial-sexual violence. Likewise, 
“Violence Against Women and the Ongoing Challenge to Racism,” issued 
as a 1985 pamphlet, investigates the function of racist and sexist violence in 
a racialized, patriarchal society. Nowhere were the intersections-of race and 
gender so volatile as in the antirape movement within the women’s libera- 
tion movement, which in the late sixties or early seventies tended to 
represent rape only as a gender issue of male dominance of females, 
ignoring the impact of race and class on state prosecution and “protec- 
tion.” As Davis notes, the black community bore the brunt of white 
women’s demands for more police and longer prison sentences. In the early 
days of the feminist movement, the disparity in perspectives promised few 
possibilities for coalitions between black and white women. Yet they did 
coalesce, for instance in antirape/antiracist organizing around the JoAnne 
Little case. In “JoAnne Little: The Dialectics of Rape,””® Davis reflects on 
the case of the young black woman incarcerated in North Carolina for petty 
theft who in 1974 killed the white prison guard who was raping her. The 
Little case highlighted the complicitous role of the state in the intersections 
of racial—-sexual violence. Little’s act of self-defense, and subsequent flight, 
led to charges of murder and a “shoot to kill” edict from authorities. Her 
extradition from New York and subsequent trial in North Carolina were 
marked by effective mass mobilization and legal defense which led to her 
acquittal. After the trial, according to Davis, Little issued a call for women 
who had supported her to organize around the Florida case of a young black 
man fraudulently charged with raping a white woman, yet most white 
feminist groups initially refused (some later changed their position) to assist 
in a defense committee for an accused rapist. The possibilities for, and 
obstacles hindering, multiracial women’s alliances against violence is a 
recurring theme in Davis’s discourse on freedom. 

The issues of women’s emancipation are tied not only to countering 
violence but also to work — labor, reproductive, and political work. 
“Women and Capitalism: Dialectics of Oppression and Liberation”” 
‘explores economic exploitation in the workforce. Exploitation in nonwaged 
labor or reproductive labor for the household is the focus of “The Ap- 
proaching Obsolescence of Housework: A Working-Class Perspective;”” 
and its critique of the reconstruction of domestic labor is based in part on 
the Italian feminist movement’s “Wages for Housework,” which was influ- 
ential in Europe in the 1970s. Davis presents an economic proposal for the 
liberation of women from domestic labor exploitation through restructuring 
domestic work as governmerit-subsidized wage labor, suggesting that the 
deprivatization of labor coupled with attractive salaries and generous ben- 
efits liberates domestic work from its debased status as women’s “free” 
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contribution to familial and social units, and national and international 
economies. She briefly discusses how the select group licensed’ to perform 
this labor may remain alienated given that the repetitive, isolated nature of 
the work is not necessarily altered through higher wages. Biological repro- 
duction is another form of women’s unpaid labor addressed by Davis in 
“Surrogates and Outcast Mothers: Racism and Reproductive Politics in the 
Nineties,”” which reviews the medical ethics, health hazards, and social 
stigmatism associated with black women’s fertility and reproduction in the 
late twentieth century. “Black Womemand the Academy”” raises the issues 
of women’s political work, responsibilities, and rights in connection with 
representation and education for social justice. 


Essays on Culture and Political Interviews | 


Examining representation and commodification in popular and visual cul- 
ture, Davis explores the impact of African-American music and politics on 
American (and by extension, world) culture. An early -investigation into 
cultural studies, “Art for the People” appeared in the Communist Party 
publication Political Affairs, focusing on black rap artists, such-as Gil Scott- 
Heron, engaged in cultural oppositional politics against the Reagan era’s 
assaults on progressives. Political messages surfaced in music that predated 
the rap emerging in the 1980s. Davis’s “I Used To Be Your Sweet Mama: 
Ideology, Sexuality, and Domesticity” examines black female sexuality and 
feminist identity in the lyrics of blues artists such as Bessie-Smith and Ma 
Rainey. 

Regarding the black image, “Photography and Afro-American History” 
discusses controversial representations and the erasure of people of African 
descent in visual .culture and art, focusing on artist Roy DeCarava and 
Harlem photography. More recently, Davis has explored photographic 
representations of contemporary black revolutionary struggles in “Afro 
Images: Politics, Fashion, and Nostalgia,” which also examines the 
commodification of black resistance through imaging. “Meditations on the 
Legacy of Malcolm X” reviews the growth of the famed black revolutionary 
beyond cultural nationalism and religious sectarianism and the contradic- 
tions surrounding his current iconographic status. Contesting the reified 
masculinity surrounding Malcolm X, Davis raises questions about 
consumers’ “passive reception of Malcolm” in apparel and the consump- 
tion. of his image and voice in ways that “fix male supremacy” within 
“challenges” to white supremacy. In “Black Nationalism:, The Sixties and 
the Nineties,” she reflects on the future, youths, cultural consumerism, and 
revolutionary politics. 

Her interviews, “Coalition Building Among People of Color” (with 
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Elizabeth Martinez) and “Reflections on Race, Class, and Gender in the 
USA,” discuss political organizing and:social theory, liberation praxis and 
community-building. The oral and collective. nature of liberation theory, as 
well as critiques that counter solipsistic academic theory influenced by 
masculinist, eurocentric, or nationalist ideglogies, are central to these 
interviews. 


Conclusion: Revolutionary Actors and 
Radical Intellectuals 


The books If They Come in the Morning; Women, Race, and Class; Women, 
Culture, and Politics; and Blues Legacies and Black Feminism as well as articles 
in Communist, women’s, ethnic/black studies, and cultural studies publica- 
tions reflect thirty years of writings. In The Angela Y. Davis Reader, selected 
essays from this body of work are organized into four parts: prisoners’ 
rights; intersectional analyses in Marxism and antiracist feminism; culture; 
and contemporary interviews. Although she has written extensively for 
nearly thirty years as a radical intellectual, Davis remains best known as a 
representational figure of a revolutionary movement in US domestic racial 
politics. 

Consequently, her writings are surpassed in the popular mind by her 
iconographic status. This raises a number of questions for our consider- 
ation as readers and consumers. In an essay contained in this collection, 
Davis quotes from Marx’s Eleventh Feuerbach: “Philosophers have inter- 
preted the world in various ways. The point, however, is to change it.” If the 
point is to change the world, one must address what constituted liberation 
praxis in the radical and revolutionary movements and moments of previ- 
ous decades; and, what constitutes it today for intellectuals and activists at 
a time when both the Black Panther Party and the Communist Party are 
considered by many:to be anachronistic or romanticized organizations. 

Davis herself grappled with these questions in a 1997 course which she 
taught at the University of California at Berkeley. Discussing the distinc- 
tions between radical and revolutionary politics, and intellectual critique 
and political engagement, Davis recounted how black militant activists 
would define “radicals” as bourgeois whites who had political critiques and 
intellectual commitments to opposing racism and economic exploitation 
but little experiential confrontation with the state; “revolutionaries,” on the 
other hand, were. those whose philosophical ideals about a just society and 
democratic state were manifested in their risk-taking political acts against 
oppressive state apparatuses. Today few if any US writers qualify as “revo- 
lutionaries” (perhaps a notable exception, the over one hundred political 
prisoners that Amnesty International documents as being held in the US, 
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raises the issue of the relationship between radical intellectuals and 
revolutionaries). 

Within the context of a past liberation movement, a younger Davis had 
offered insights into revolutionary liberation praxis in the 1970 LIFE Maga- 
zine profile published while she was underground. LIFE’s cover superim- 
posed the caption “The Making of a Fugitive” over her photograph, while 
the feature article reprinted the following quote taken from one of Davis’s 
speeches for the Soledad Brothers: 


Liberation is synonymous with revolution. ... A revolution is not just armed 
struggle. It’s not just the period in which you can take over. A revolution has 
a very, very long spectrum. ... Che made the very important point that the 
society you’re going to build is already reflected in the nature of the struggle 
that you’re carrying out. And one of the most important things in relationship 
to that is the building of a collective spirit, getting away from this individual- 
istic orientation towards personal salvation, personal involvement. .. . One of 
the most important things that has to be done in the process of carrying out 
a revolutionary struggle is to merge those two different levels, to merge the 
personal with the political where they’re no longer separate.” 


Merging the personal with the political, young militants faced the urgent 
immediacy of struggle in which they attended funerals of slain activists and, 
with and as survivors, attempted to continue in their commitments for 
radical social change despite deadly state repression. Although the revolu- 
tionary movement of the previous era was derailed, according to Davis, 
contemporary progressive or Left intellectuals have “achieved a measure of 
lucidity, based on those experiences.” For Davis, “There is much more 
extensive consciousness of that dialectic between the concrete work that we 
do, the activist work, and the international context. . . . [The challenge is to 
make] the transition from consciousness to action, from theory to prac- 
tice.”” In contradistinction to the construction of the theorist or philoso- 
pher as the disengaged, nonactivist, ‘Davis adds, “while theoretical work, 
intellectual work, is extremely important, the work of the activist will 
determine whether or not we will move to a new stage. . . everyone should 
learn how to become an activist on some level, in some way. Everyone who 
considers herself or himself a part of this overall progressive movement 
must establish some kind of organizational ties, and must definitely partici- 
pate in one or more movements.””° 

Spanning three decades, Davis’s work chronicles and contributes to 
` progressive movements in radical philosophy and politics, emphasizing 
prison intellectualism, Marxism, antiracism, feminism, cultural studies and 
activism. This collection reveals the range of her writings, which have been 
published in scholarly journals as well as popular magazines. Some are 
agitational and others are analytical. Her work mirrors and documents 
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intersectionality in the phenomenal critiques and confrontations (and the 
countervailing forces of state repression) that flared at the height of revolu- 
tionary struggles in the US only to mutate and eventually become muted in 
progressive academic writings. Transformative American intellectualism 
and political culture can be marked, and in some ‘ways measured, by 
Davis’s integrative analyses of class, race, sex, and the commodification of 
(black) political culture. These themes contextualize the social condition as 
bound by repression and resistance, reflecting the collective desire and 
demand for freedom. Challenging mainstream analytical and political dis- 
course, to illuminate a doorway in liberation praxis, her work has deeply 
influenced democratic theory and political struggles. 

Readers have varying perspectives on Davis as political-intellectual. 
Some see her as a revolutionary of the late 1960s and early 1970s; still 
others, as a former political prisoner who now functions as a radical public 
intellectual. Whatever one’s “read,” it is clear that through her writing and 
political advocacy, Angela Y. Davis has expanded the scope of social 
thought and political theory. Scanning both directions, one recognizes 
Janus at the crossroads. In an encounter with her work, one sees the past 
revolutionary acts and state repressions which radicalized her political 
consciousness, the progressive intellectualism of contemporary thinkers, 
and the fluid, dynamic tension which charges the relationships between the 
two. 
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Excerpts from Angela Davis: 
An Autobiography 


The entire jail was shrouded in darkness when I finally reached the cell in 
4b. It was no more than four and a half feet wide. The only furnishings were 
an iron cot bolted to the floor and a seatless toilet at the foot of the bed. 
Some minutes after they had locked me in, the officer in charge of that unit 
+ another young black woman — came to the iron door. She whispered 
through the grating that she was shoving a piece of candy under the door. 
She sounded sincere enough, but I couldn’t take any chances. I didn’t want 
to. be paranoid, but it was better to be too distrustful than not cautious 
enough. I was familiar with jailhouse “suicides” in California. For all I 
knew, there might be poison in the candy. 

The first night in jail, I had no desire to sleep. I thought about George 
and his brothers in San Quentin. I thought about Jonathan. I thought about 
my mother and father and hoped that they would make. it through this 
ordeal. And then I thought about the demonstration outside, about all the 
people who had dropped everything to fight for my freedom. 

I had just been captured; a trial awaited me in California on the charges 
of murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy. A conviction on any one of these 
charges could mean death in the gas chamber. One would have thought 
that this was an enormous defeat. Yet, at that moment, I was feeling better 
than I had felt in a long time. The struggle would be difficult, but there was 
already a hint of victory. In the heavy silence of the jail, I discovered that if 
I.concentrated hard enough, I could hear echoes of slogans being chanted 
on the other side of the walls. “Free Angela Davis.” “Free All Political 
Prisoners.” 

The key rattling in the cell-gate lock startled me. A guard was opening 
the gate for a plump young black woman wearing a faded blue prisoner’s 
uniform and holding a big tray in her hands. 

Smiling, she said in a very soft voice, “Here’s your breakfast. Do you 
want some coffee?” 


This chapter is excerpted from Angela Davis: An Autobiography (New York: Random House, 
1974). Copyright © 1974 by Angela Y. Davis. 
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Her gentle manner was comforting and made me feel like I was among 
human beings again. I sat up on the cot, thanked her and told her that I 
would very much like a cup of coffee. 

Looking around, I realized that there was no place to put the food — the 
bed and the toilet were the only furnishings in the tiny cell. But the sister, 
obviously having gone through this many times before, had already stooped 
down to a squatting position and was placing the food on the floor: a small 
box of cornflakes, a paper cup filled with watery milk, two pieces of plain 
white bread and a paper cup into which she began to pour the coffee. 

“Is there any black coffee?” I asked her, partly because I didn’t drink 
coffee with milk and partly because I wanted an excuse to exchange a few 
more words with her. 

“When they give it to us, it’s already like this,” she answered, “but I’ll see 
what I can do about getting you some black coffee tomorrow.” 

The guard told me I had to get ready-for my court appearance. Then she 
slammed the gate on the young woman’s exit. While she was unlocking the 
next cell, the sister whispered through the bars, “Don’t worry about a thing. 
We’re all on your side.” And she disappeared down the corridor. 

I looked down at my breakfast, and saw that a roach had already 
discovered it. I left it all spread out on the bare floor untouched. After I had 
gone through the elaborate steps involved in getting dressed for court, 
a matron led me downstairs. A crowd of white men was milling around 
the receiving room. Seeing me, they swept toward me like vultures and 
clamped handcuffs around my wrists, which still. ached from the previous 
day. Outside, shiny tin cars crowded into the cobblestone courtyard. It was 
still dark when the caravan reached the federal courthouse. A glimpse of 
the morning paper’s bold-lettered headlines, peeping out from under some 
man’s arm, stunned me: ANGELA DAVIS CAPTURED IN NEW 
YORK. It suddenly struck me that the huge. crowd of press people sum- 
moned by the FBI the evening before had probably written similar headline 
stories throughout the country. Khowing that my name was now familiar to 
millions of people, I felt overwhelmed. Yet I knew that all this publicity was 
not ‘really aimed at me as an individual. Using me as an example, they 
wanted to discredit the black liberation movement, the Left in general and 
obviously also the Communist Party. I was only the occasion for their 
manipulations. l 

The holding cell where I spent the next several hours was cleaner than 
the jail cell I had just left and looked like a giant, unfinished bathroom. It 
had sparkling white tile walls and a light-colored linoleum floor. A seatless 
toilet stood in one of the corners. Long metal benches lined the three walls. 

One of the federal bureaucrats came into the cell. 

“I have nothing to say,” I told him, “until I see my lawyer.” 

“Your father’s lawyer is waiting outside,” he said. 
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My father’s lawyer? Perhaps it was á friend posing as my “father’s 
lawyer” in order to get permission to see me. 

In a large hall filled with rows of desks, John Abt was waiting to see me. 
Although I had never met him before I knew about the trials in which he 
had successfully defended members- of our Party. With a great feeling of 
relief, I sat down to talk with him. 

“I waited for hours last night at the jail, but-they refused-to let me in,” 
John said. “I had to get your father to call them before they would let me 
see you this morning.” 

He went on to explain that I was about to be arraigned on the federal 
charge — interstate flight to avoid prosecution. Before he had gotten very far 
in his discussion of the legal proceedings before us, a group of people 
pressed through a door at the other erid of the room. Without my glasses, 
which the FBI had not bothered to return, the people’s faces were blurred. 
Noticing a young black woman involved in a heated exchange with the 
marshals, I squinted in order to see her more clearly. 

“That’s Margaret!” I shouted. 

Margaret Burnham was a very old friend of mine. During my youngest 
years, her family and mine had lived in the same housing project in 
Birmingham. When the Burnhams moved to New York, we visited them 
every summer for four years, then we alternated the visits — sometimes they 
‘would come to Birmingham and sometimes we would go to New York. Our 
families had been so close that I had always considered Margaret, her sisters 
Claudia and Linda, and her brother Charles more family than friends. [had 
not seen her for several years. She had been in Mississippi, gotten married 
and given birth to a child. I knew that she had recently graduated from law 
school and I assumed she was now practicing in New York. 

“Margaret,” I called, as loudly as I could, “come on over.” Apparently 
this was enough to settle the argument she was having with the marshal, for 
he did nothing to prevent her from walking over to the desk where John and 
I were. It felt so good to embrace her. “Margaret,” I said to her, “I’m so 
glad you came. You don’t know how glad I am to see you.” As we started 
talking about personal things, I almost forgot that there was business to be 
taken care of. 

“Can you work on the case?” I asked her finally, desperately hoping she 
would say yes. 

“You know I will, Angela,” she answered, “if that’s what you think I 
should do.” 

It was as if half the battle had already been won. 

John Abt went on to explain the legal situation. . 

Back in August, Marin County had charged me with murder, kidnap- 
ping, and conspiracy to commit murder and rescue prisoners. On the basis 
of.an FBI agent’s affidavit declaring that I had been seen by “reliable 
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sources” in Birmingham, a federal judge had issued a warrant charging me 
with: “interstate flight to avoid prosecution.” It was possible, John said, that 
I might be “removed” to California, which meant that without further 
litigation I would simply be transferred from the New York Federal District 
to the California Federal District. But more than likely, he surmised, I 
would be “turned over” to the State of New York for extradition to 
California, and we would be able to challenge California in the New York 
courts. 

As we were winding up this conference, David’ walked into the room, 
encircled by guards. I hadn’t seen him since our arrest. He looked as if he 
hadn’t slept either. 

In a cool, crisp tone, he called out to me, “Remember now, no matter 
what, we’re going to beat this thing.” ' 

“No talking between the prisoners,” a voice announced. It could have 
come from any one of the marshals standing around. 

“OK, David,” I said, ignoring the command. “You be sure to keep 
strong yourself.” 

I had never seen a courtroom so small. With its marred walls of blond 
wood, it had the worn-out elegance of an old mansion. There was just 
enough room for the bench and a single row of chairs lining the back wall. 
The smallness of the courtroom exaggerated the height of the judge’s 
bench. The judge himself was little, like his courtroom. He was wearing 
old-fashioned plastic-rimmed glasses, and his white hair was spread 
sparsely over his head. I thought about Soledad guard O, G. Miller perched 
in his gun tower, aiming his carbine at the three brothers he killed in the 
yard in January.” 

There were no spectators. The only non-official people were reporters — 
and there were not very many of them. As I entered, a sister sitting in the 


seat closest to the door held up a copy of the hardcover edition of George’s © 


Soledad Brother. This was the first time I had seen the book, which I had 
read in manuscript. 

The arraignment on the federal charges was short and to the point. All 
the prosecutor was required to do was to prove, for the record, that I was 
the Angela Davis named in the warrant. The bail figure was a farce. Who 
could even contemplate raising $250,000 to get me out of jail? 

It was still early — late morning or early afternoon — when I returned to 
the holding cell. The last time I had been in the cell, my thoughts had been 
monopolized by the problem of finding a lawyer. Now that I had two fine 
lawyers whom I trusted and loved, I could no longer ward off thoughts of 
my imprisonment. I was alone with the shiny tile walls and the gray steel 
bars. Walls and bars, nothing more. I wished I had a book or, if not 
something to read, at least a pencil and a sheet of paper. 

I fought the tendency to individualize my predicament. Pacing from one 
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end of this cell to the other, from a bench along one wall to a bench along 
the other, I kept telling myself that I didn’t have the right to get upset about 
a few hours of being alone in a holding cell. What about the brother — 
Charles Jordon was his name — who had spent, not hours, but days and 
wéeks in a pitch-dark strip-cell in Soledad Prison, ‘hardly large enough for 


him to stretch out on the cold cement, reeking’ of urine and human excre- 


ment because the only available toilet was a hole in the floor which could 
hardly be seen in the dark. 

I thought about the scene George had described in the manuscript of his 
book — the brother who had painted a night sky on the ceiling of his cell, 
because it had been years since he had seen the moon and stars. (When it 
was discovered, the guards painted over it in gray.) And there was Ericka 
Huggins at Niantic State Farm for Women in Connecticut. Ericka, Bobby, 
the Soledad Brothers, the Soledad 7, the Tombs Rebels and all the count- 
less others whose identities were hidden behind so much concrete and steel, 
so many locks and chains. How could I indulge even the faintest inclination 
toward self-pity? Yet I paced faster across the holding cell. I walked with the 
determination of someone who has someplace very important to go. At the 
same time, I was trying not to let the jailers see my agitation. 

When someone finally opened the gate, it was late in the evening. 
Margaret and John were waiting to accompany me to a court appearance in 
the Same courtroom we had appeared in that morning. Aside from us, there 
were no “civilians” in the courtroom, not even the reporters from the 
morning session. I wondered what kind of secret appearance this was going 
to be. 

The elderly judge announced that he was rescinding the bail and releas- 
ing me on my own recognizance. I was sure I had misheard his words. But 
already; the Feds were approaching me to unlock the handcuffs. The judge 
said something else, which I hardly heard, and then suddenly several New 
York policemen moved in to replace the federal handcuffs with their own 
mianacles. 

With the New York handcuffs binding my wrists, there was a trip to a 
musty police precinct office, where I was officially booked as a prisoner of 
the’State of New York. Forms, fingerprints, mug shots — the same routine.. 
The New York police seemed to be as confused as their surroundings. 
Amid all the papers haphazardly strewn on desks and counters, they were 
running around like novices. Their incompetence calmed me. It must have 
been around ten in the evening when one of them. announced that there 
would be yet another court appearance. (Did Margaret and John know 
about this third court session?) 

The courtroom in the New York County Courthouse was larger than 
any I had ever seen. Its high ceilings and interminable rows of benches 
made it look like a church from another era. Most courtrooms are 
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windowless, but this one seemed especially isolated from.the outside world. 
It was so dimly lit, with hardly anyone but policemen sitting randomly on 
the benches, that I had the impression that what was about to happen was 
supposed to be hidden from the people outside. Neither Margaret nor John 
was there. When they told me that I had to be arraigned before a New York 
judge, I said that I wasn’t budging from my seat until they contacted my 
lawyers. I was prepared to wait the whole night. 

When John finally arrived, he said that the police had directed him to 
the wrong courtroom. He had been running all over New York trying to 
find me. After hours of waiting, the court appearance lasted all of two 
minutes. 

Back at the jail, I was so physically and emotionally exhausted that I only 
wanted to sleep. Even the hard cell cot in the “mental” ward felt comfort- 
able. But as soon as I closed my eyes, I was jolted out of my exhaustion by 
piercing screams in a language which sounded Slavic. They came from a 
cell at the other end of the corridor: Footsteps approached the cell in the 
darkness. Voices tried to calm the woman in English but could not assuage 
her terror. I listened to her all night — until they took her aay in the 
morning. [...] 


While I was in solitary, I finally began tò receive regular evening visits from 
several friends. An officer would stand just close enough to hear:my side of 
the conversation. (I assumed that they summarized it in the log book.) I was 
nota stranger to visiting arrangements in jails, for I had visited friends and 
comrades in prison on many occasions. But this visiting room was by far the 
worst I had seen. It is not unusual to have to speak to a visitor through a 
glass pane, but the panes in the House of Detention were less than a square 
foot in size, and the rust-colored dirt that covered them made it impossible 
to get a clear look at the person who had come to see you. The prisoners 
had- to stand up during these twenty-minute visits and, shout into tele- 
phones which inevitably seemed to stop functioning just when the most 
important part of the conversation had gotten under way. i 

One evening while I was still in solitary, I received a visit from Kendra 
Alexander, who had been subpoenaed to New York along with her husband 
Franklin to testify before the Grand Jury in the case against David 
Poindexter.” She informed me that the demonstration protesting’my soli- 
tary confinement was about to begin. They knew more or less where my 
room was located — I had carefully detailed-the areas of Greenwich Avenue 
I could see from my window. The demonstrators were to gather on the- 
corner of Greenwich and West Tenth. 

I ran back upstairs. The officer guarding me was one, of the friendlier 
ones, and turned her head and closed her ears while I spread the news. On 
five or six floors, the women who lived in the corridors with windows 
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looking out on Greenwich Avenue would be able to see and hear the 
demonstration, 
It was an enthusiastic crowd. Their shouts “Free.Angela! Free all our 


sisters!” rang through the night. Looking down from my cell window, Ef, ~- 


became altogether engrossed in the speeches, sometimes losing the sensa- 
tion of captivity, feeling myself down there on -the- street with them. My 


‘mind flashed. back to past demonstrations — “Free the Soledad Brothers,” 


“Free Bobby and Ericka,” “Free Huey,” “End the war in Vietnam,” “Stop 
police killings in our community now...” 

Jose Stevens, a communist leader from Harlem, had wound up his 
speech. Franklin was addressing his words, full of passion, to all the 
prisoners locked up in the Women’s House of Detention. Then my sister, 
Fania, took the megaphone. The sound of her voice shocked me back into 
the reality of my situation, for I momentarily had forgotten that this dem- 
onstration was centered around me. I had been so absorbed in the rally that 
I had actually felt as if I were down there in-the streets with them. Reflecting 
upon the impenetrability of this fortress, on all the things that kept me 
separated from my comrades barely a few hundred yards away, and reflect- 
ing on my solitary confinement — this prison within a prison that kept me 
separated from my sisters in captivity — I felt the weight of imprisonment 
perhaps more at that moment than at any time before. 

My frustration was immense. But before my thoughts led me further in 
the-direction of self-pity, I brought:them to a halt, reminding myself that 
this was precisely what solitary confinement was supposed to evoke. In such 
a state the keepers could control their victim. I would not let them conquer 
me. I transformed my frustration into raging energy for the: fight. 

Against the background of the chants ringing up from the’demonstration 
below, I took myself to task for having indulged in self-p} ty. What about 
George, John and Fleeta, and my co-defendant, Ruchell Magee, who had 
endured far worse than I could ever expect to grapple with? What- about 
Charles Jordan and his bout with that medieval strip-cell in Soledad Prison? 
What about those who had given their lives — Jonathan, McClain, and 
Christmas? 

The experience of the demonstration had worked up so much tension in 


‘me that I felt none of the debilitating effects of the fast. I did an extra heavy 


set.of.exercises to sufficiently lower my energy level so I could lie in bed in 
relative calm. There was no question of getting a full night’s sleep. On this 
evening, I had to be especially vigilant. All was: quiet in the jail, but I was’ 
convinced that the demonstration had aroused the jailers, and I had to hold 
myself in readiness in case they decided to strike sometime during the ‘night. 
On the tenth day of my hunger strike, at a time when I had persuaded 


_ myself that I could continue indefinitely without eating, the Federal Court 


handed down a ruling enjoining the jail administration from holding me any 
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longer in isolation and under maximum security conditions. They had 
decided — under pressure, of course — that this unwarranted punishment 
was meted out to me because of my political beliefs and affiliation. The 
court was all but saying that Commissioner of Corrections George 
McGrath and Jessie Behagan, the superintendent of the Women’s House 
of D., were so fearful of letting the women in the jail discover what 
communism was that they preferred to violate my most basic constitutional 
rights. 

This ruling came as a surprise. I hadn’t expected it to be so swift and to 
the point. It was an important victory, for we had firmly established that 
those in the Department of Corrections in New York would not have a clear 
course before them when they attempted to persecute the next political 
prisoner delivered into their hands. At the same time, however, I did not 
put it past the jail administration to concoct another situation which might 
not be solitary confinement, but which would give me an equally bad time. 
This thought subdued my delight at the news of the injunction. 

Next destination: seventh floor, C corridor. When I arrived, there was a 
big-shake-up going on. Women were being moved out, others were coming 
in. For a moment the thought struck me that they were preparing a special 
corridor for informers, jailer’s confidantes — and me. But as it turned out, 
the lawsuit had forced the administration to get on its toes — so-called “first 
offenders” were supposed to be jailed separately from those who had 
already spent time in the House of Detention. Apparently the necessary 
shifts were being made. 

There was little time to learn my way about before all the cell gates were 
locked, but some of my neighbors gave me a guided tour of my 8’ X 5’ cell? 
Because mine was the corner cell — the one which could be easily spied on 
from the officer’s desk in the main hallway — it was also the smallest one on 
the corridor; the double bunk made it appear even smaller. The fixtures — 
the bed, the tiny sink, the toilet — were all arranged in a straight line, leaving 
no more than a width of two feet of floor at any point in the cell. 


The sisters helped me improvise a curtain in front of the toilet and sink 


so. they could not be seen from the corridor. They showed me how to use 
newspaper wrapped in scrap cloth to make a seat cover so the toilet could 
be turned into a chair to be used at the iron table that folded down from the 
wall in front of it. I laughed out loud at the thought of doing all my writing 
while sitting on the toilet stool. 

Lock-in time was approaching; a sister remembered that she had for- 
gotten to warn me about one of the dangers of night-life in the House 
of D. “‘Mickey’ will be trying to get into your cell tonight,” she said, and 
I would have to take precautionary steps to “keep him out.” 

“Mickey?” Was there some maniac the jailers let loose at night to pester 
the women? 
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The sister laughingly told me she was referring to the mice which 
scampered about in the darkness of the corridors looking for cell doors not 
securely stuffed with newspapers. 

It became a nightly ritual: placing meticulously folded newspapers in the 
little space between the gate and the floor and halfway up the gate along the 
wall. Despite the preventive measures we took, Mickey could always chew 
through the barricade in at least one cell, and we were often’ awakened by 
the shouts of a woman calling the officer to get the mouse out. One night 
Mickey joined me in the top bunk. When I felt him crawling around my 
neck, I brushed him away thinking that it was roaches. When I finally 
realized what it was, I called for the broom — our only weapon against him. 
Apparently mousetraps were too expensive, and they were not going to 
exterminate. 

‘There was one good thing about Mickey. His presence reassured us that 
there were no rats in the vicinity. The two never share the same turf. 

In a sense our daily struggles with Mickey — with all the various makeshift 
means devised to get the better of him — were symbolic of a larger struggle 
with the system. Indulging in a flight of fancy, I would sometimes imagine 
that all the preparations that were made at night to ward off those creatures 
were the barricades being erected against that larger enemy. That hundreds 
of women, all over the jail, politically conscious, politically committed, were 
acting in revolutionary unison. 

That first evening, shortly after the sister had helped me stuff the gate 
with newspapers, an officer called out, “Lock-in time, girls. Into your 
cells.” As the women slid their heavy iron gates closed, loud metallic 
crashing noises thundered from all four corridors of the seventh floor. I 
could hear the same sounds at a distance echoing from throughout the 
jail. (In 4b, I had never been able to figure out what all this commotion 
was about. The first time I heard it, I thought a rebellion had been 
unleashed.) 

The officer came around to count each prisoner, and at 9 p.m. all lights 
in the corridor and cells were turned off by a master switch. In the darkness, 
a goodnight ritual was acted out. One sister shouted goodnight to another, 
calling her by name. The latter, catching the identity of the voice, would 
shout goodnight, also calling the first sister by name. Early on, someone 
from my corridor called out warmly, “Good night, Angela!” But having 
learned hardly anyone’s name, much less to recognize their voices, I was 
an outsider to this ritual and could only respond with a lonesome, un- 
supported, though no less vigorous) “goodnight.” My call sparked off 
goodnight shouts to me, which came not only from my own corridor but 
from the others as well. I am sute that there had never been such a 
prolonged “saying of goodnights.” The officers did not interrupt, though 
silence should have prevailed long before. 
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NOTES 


1 Editors note: David Poindexter traveled with Davis during the two months she 
was underground. He was acquitted of federal charges of harboring a fugitive. 

2 Editor’s note: O. G. Miller was the Soledad prison guard who killed three black 
prisoners (W. L. Nolen, Cleveland Edwards, and Alvin Miller) on January 13, 
1970. When the grand jury ruled his action was “justifiable homicide,” the 
prisoners' riot resulted in the killing of a guard who was on duty at the time. The 
Soledad Brothers were charged with the murder of this guard. 

3 BEditor’s note: Angela Davis first met Kendra and Franklin Alexander through 
her work with the Black Student Alliance. Franklin Alexander and Davis were 
active together in the organization, Black Panther Political Party, and it was as 
a result of Davis’s growing political relationship with the Alexanders that she 


decided to join their organization, the Che-Lumumba Club of the Communist ` 


Party, USA. Kendra Alexander died in 1993, Franklin in 1994. 
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Political Prisoners, Prisons, 
and Black Liberation 


Despite a long history of exalted appeals to man’s inherent right of resis- 
tance, there has seldom been agreement on how to relate im practice to 
unjust, immoral laws and the oppressive social order from which they 
emanate.* The conservative, who does not dispute the validity of revolu- 
tions deeply buried in history, invokes visions of impending anarchy in 
order to legitimize his demand for absolute obedience. Law and order, with 
the major emphasis on order, is his watchword. The liberal articulates his 
sensitivity to certain of society’s intolerable details, but will almost never 
prescribe methods of resistance that exceed the limits of legality — redress 
through electoral channels is the liberal’s panacea. 

In the heat of our pursuit of fundamental human rights, black people 
have been continually cautioned to be patient. We are advised that as long 
as we remain faithful to the existing democratic order, the glorious moment 
will eventually arrive when we will come into our own as full-fledged human 
beings. 

But having been taught by bitter experience, we know that there is a 
glating incongruity between democracy and the capitalist economy which is 
the source of our ills. Regardless of all rhetoric to the contrary, the people 
are not the ultimate matrix of the laws and the system which govern them 
— certainly not black people and other nationally oppressed people, but not 
even, the mass of whites. The people do not exercise decisive control over 
the determining factors of their lives. 

Official assertions that meaningful dissent is always welcome, provided it 
falls within the boundaries of legality, are frequently a smokescreen obscur- 
ing the invitation to acquiesce in oppression. Slavery may have been un- 


x Author’s note, 1998: I have opted to leave masculinist formulations in this)and other early 
essays, which I hope will be considered in the context of the historical period in which they 
were produced. 


This essay first appeared in Angela Y. Davis (ed.), If They Come in the Morning: Voices of 
Resistance (New York: Third Press, 1971). Copyright © 1971 by the National United Com- 
mittee to Free Angela Davis. 
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righteous, the constitutional provision for the enslavement of blacks may 
have been unjust, but conditions were not te be considered so unbearable 
(especially since they were profitable to a small circle) as to justify escape 
and other acts proscribed by law. This was the import-of the fugitive slave 
laws. 

Needless to say, the history of the United States has been marred from 
its inception by an enormous quantity of unjust laws, far too many expressly 
bolstering the oppression of black people. Particularized reflections of 
existing social inequities, these laws have repeatedly borne witness to the 
exploitative and racist core of the society itself. For blacks, Chicanos, for all 
nationally oppressed people, the problem of opposing unjust laws and the 
social conditions which nourish their growth, has always had immediate 
practical implications. Our very survival has frequently been a direct func- 
tion of our skill in forging effective channels of resistance. In resisting we 
have sometimes been compelled to openly violate those laws which directly 
or indirectly buttress our oppression. But even when containing our resis- 
tance within the orbit of legality, we have been labeled criminals and have 
been methodically persecuted by a racist legal apparatus. 

Under the ruthless conditions of slavery, the underground railroad pro- 
vided the framework for extra-legal anti-slavery activity pursued by vast 
numbers of people, both black and white. Its functioning was in flagrant 
violation of the fugitive slave laws; those who were apprehended were 
subjected to severe penalties. Of the innumerable recorded attempts to 
rescue fugitive slaves from the clutches of slave-catchers, one of the most 
striking is the case of Anthony Burns, a slave from Virginia, captured in 
Boston in 1853. A team of his supporters, in attempting to rescue him by 
force during the course of his trial, engaged the police in a fierce courtroom 
battle. During the gun fight, a prominent abolitionist, Thomas Wentworth 
Higginson, was wounded. Although the rescuers were unsuccessful in their 
efforts, the impact of this incident “...did more to crystallize Northern 
sentiment against slavery than any other except the exploit of John Brown, 
‘and this was the last time a fugitive slave was taken from Boston. It took 22 
companies of state militia, four platoons of marines, a battalion of United 
States artillerymen, and the city’s police force...to ensure the perfor- 
mance of this shameful act, the cost of which, to the Federal government 
alone, came to forty thousand dollars.’ ”' 

Throughout the era of slavery, blacks, as well as progressive whites, 
repeatedly discovered that their commitment to the anti-slavery cause 
frequently entailed the overt violation of the laws of the land. Even as 
slavery faded away into a more subtle yet equally pernicious apparatus ‘to 
dominate black people, “illegal” resistance was still on the agenda. After the 
Civil War, the Black Codes, successors to the old Slave Codes, legalized 
convict labor, prohibited social intercourse between blacks and whites, gave 
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white employers an excessive degree of control over the private lives of 
black workers, and generally codified racism and terror. Naturally, numer- 
ous individual as well as collective acts of resistance prevailed. On many 
occasions, blacks formed armed teams to protect themselves from white 
terrorists who were, in turn, protected by law enforcement agencies, if not 
actually identical with them. T 

By the second decade of the twentieth century, the mass movement, 
headed by Marcus Garvey, proclaimed in its Declaration of Rights that 
black people should not hesitate to disobey all discriminatory laws. More- 
over, the Declaration announced, they should utilize all means available to 
them, legal or illegal, to defend themselves from legalized terror as well as 
Ku Klux Klan violence. During the era of intense activity around civil rights 
issues, systematic disobedience of oppressive laws was a primary tactic. The 
sit-ins were organized transgressions of racist legislation. 

All these historical instances involving the overt violation of the laws of 
the land converge around an unmistakable common denominator. At stake 
has been the collective welfare and survival of a people. There is a distinct 
and qualitative difference between one breaking a law for one’s own indi- 
vidual self-interest and violating it in the interests of a class or a people 
whose oppression is expressed either directly or indirectly through that 
particular law. The former might be called a criminal (though in many 
instances he is a victim), but the latter, as a reformist or revolutionary, is 
interested in universal social change. Captured, he or she is a political 
prisoner. 

The political prisoner’s words or deeds have in one form or another 
embodied political protests against the established order and have conse- 
quently brought him into acute conflict with the state. In light of the 
political content of his act, the “crime” (which may or may not have been 
committed) assumes a minor importance. In this country, however, where 
the special category of political prisoners is not officially acknowledged, the 


political prisoner inevitably stands trial for a specific criminal offense, not 
or a political act. Often the so-called crime does not even have a nominal 


a eet 
existence. As in the 1914 murder frame-up of the IWW organizer, Joe Hill, 


it is-a blatant fabrication, a mere excuse for silencing a militant. crusader 
against oppression. In all instances, however, the political prisoner has 
violated the unwritten law which prohibits disturbances and upheavals in 
the status quo of exploitation and racism. This unwritten law has been 
contested by actually and explicitly breaking a law or by utilizing constitu- 
tionally protected channels to educate, agitate, and organize the masses to 
resist. 

A deep-seated ambivalence has always characterized the official response 
to the political prisoner. Charged and tried for a criminal act, his guilt is 
always political in nature. This ambivalence is perhaps best captured by 
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Judge Webster Thayer’s comment upon sentencing Bartolomeo Vanzetti to 
fifteen years for an attempted payroll robbery: “This man, although he may 
not have actually committed the crime attributed to him, is nevertheless 
morally culpable, because he is the enemy of our existing institutions.”” 
(The very same judge incidentally, sentenced Sacco and Vanzetti to death 
for a robbery and murder of which they were manifestly innocent.) It is not 
surprising that Nazi Germany’s foremost constitutional lawyer, Carl 
Schmitt, advanced a theory which generalized this a priori culpability. A 
thief, for example, was not necessarily one who has committed an overt act 
of theft, but rather one whose character renders him a thief (wer nach seinem 
wesen ein Dieb ist). [President Richard] Nixon’s and [FBI Director] J. Edgar 
Hoover’s pronouncements lead one to believe that they would readily 
accept Schmitt’s fascist legal theory. Anyone who seeks to overthrow op- 
pressive institutions, whether or not he has engaged in an overt illegal act, 
is a priori a criminal who must be buried away in one of America’s 
dungeons. 

Even in all of Martin Luther King’s numerous arrests, he was not so 
much charged with the nominal crimes of trespassing, and disturbance of 
the peace, as with being an enemy of southern society, an inveterate foe of 
racism. When Robert Williams was accused of kidnapping, this charge 
never managed to conceal his real offense — the advocacy of black people’s 
incontestable right to bear arms in their own defense. 

The offense of the political prisoner is political boldness, the persistent 
challenging — legally or extra-legally — of fundamental social wrongs 
fostered and reinforced by the state. The political prisoner has opposed 
unjust laws and exploitative, racist social conditions in general, with the 
ultimate aim of transforming these laws and this society into an order 


harmonious with the material and spiritual needs and interests of the vast’ ~ 


majority of its members. 

Nat Turner and John Brown were political prisoners in their time: The 
acts for which they were charged and subsequently hanged, were the 
practical extensions of their profound commitment to the abolition of 
slavery. They fearlessly bore the responsibility for their actions. The signifi» 
cance of their executions and the accompanying widespread repression did 
not lie so much in the fact that they were being punished for specific crimés; 
nor éven in the effort to use their punishment as an implicit threat to deter 
others from similar armed acts of resistance. These executions, and the 
surrounding repression of slaves, were intended to’'terrorize the anti-slavery 
movement in general; to discourage and diminish both legal and illegal 
forms of abolitionist activity. As usual, the effect of repression was miscal- 
culated and in both instances, anti-slavery activity was accelerated and 
intensified as a result. 

Nat Turner and John Brown can’be viewed as examples of the political 


4 
if 
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prisoner who has actually committed an act which is defined by the state as 
“criminal.” They killed and were consequently tried for murder. But did 
they commit murder? This raises the question of-whether American revolu- 


- tionaries had murdered the British in their struggle for liberation. Nat 


Turner and his followers killed some sixty-five white people,-yet shortly 
before the revolt had begun, Nat is reputed to have said’ to the other 
rebelling slaves: “Remember that ours is not war for robbery nor to satisfy 
our passions, it is a struggle for freedom. Ours must be deeds not words.” 

The very institutions which condemned Nat Turner and reduced his 
struggle for freedom to a simple criminal case of murder, owed their 
existence to the decision, made a half-century earlier, to take up arms 
against the British oppressor. 

The battle for the liquidation of slavery had no legitimate existence in the 
eyes of the government and therefore the special quality of deeds carried 
out in the interests of freedom was deliberately ignored. There were no 
political prisoners, there were only criminals; just as the movement out of 
which these deeds flowed was largely considered criminal. 

Likewise, the significance of activities which are pursued in the interests 
of liberation teday is minimized not so much because officials are unable 
to see the collective surge against oppression, but because they have con- 
sciously set out to subvert such movements. In the Spring of 1970, Los 
Angeles Panthers took up arms to defend themselves from an assault 
initiated by the local police force on their office and on their persons. They 
were charged with criminal assault. If one believed the official propaganda, 
they were bandits and rogues who pathologically found pleasure in attack- 
ing policemen. It was not mentioned that their community activities — 
educational work, services such as free breakfast and free medical programs 
— which had legitimized them in the black community, were ,the immediate 
reason for which the wrath of the police had fallen upon them. In defending 
themselves from the attack waged by some 600 policemen (there were only 
eleven Panthers in the office) they were defending not only their lives, but 
even more important their accomplishments in the black community 
surrounding them, and in the broader thrust for black liberation. Whenever 
blacks in struggle have recourse to self-defense, particularly armed 
self-defense, it is twisted and distorted on official levels and ultimately 
rendered synonymous with criminal aggression. On the other hand, when 
policemen are clearly indulging in acts of criminal aggression, officially 
they are defending themselves through “justifiable assault” or “justifiable 
homicide.” 

The ideological acrobatics characteristic of official attempts to explain 
away the existence of the political prisoner do not-end with the equation of 
thé individual political act with the individual criminal act. The political act 
is defined as criminal in order to discredit radical and revolutionary move- 
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éontinue behind prison walls. And in the course of developing mass move- 
Finents around political prisoners, a great deal of attention has inevitably 
" been focused on the institutions in which they are imprisoned. Furthermore 


* ments. A political event is reduced to a criminal event in order to affirm the 


absolute invulnerability of the existing order. In a revealing contradiction, 
the court resisted the description of the New York Panther 21 trial as 


“political,” yet the prosecutor entered as evidence of criminal intent, litera- 
ture which represented, so he purported, the political ideology of the Black 
Panther Party. : Ea 
The legal apparatus designates the black liberation fighter a criminal, 
prompting Nixon, [Vice President Spiro] Agnew, [California Governor 
Ronald] Reagan et al. to proceed to mystify with their demagogy millions of 
Americans whose senses have been dulled and whose critical powers have 
been eroded by the continual onslaught of racist ideology. l 
As the black liberation movement and other progressive struggles in- 
crease in magnitude and intensity, the judicial system and its extension, the 
penal system, consequently become key weapons in the state’s fight to 
preserve the existing conditions of class domination, therefore racism, 
poverty, and war. l 
In 1951, W. E. B. Du Bois, as Chairman of the Peace Information 
Center, was indicted by the federal government for “failure to register as an 
agent of a foreign principal.” In assessing this ordeal, which occurred in the 
ninth decade of his life, he turned his attention to the inhabitants of the 
nation’s jails and prisons: 


What turns me cold in all this experience is the certainty that thousands of 
innocent victims are in jail today because they had neither money nor friends 
to help them. The eyes of the world were on our trial despite the desperate 
efforts of press and radio to suppress the facts and cloud the real issues; the 
courage and money of friends and of strangers who dared stand for a principle 
freed me; but God only knows how many who were as innocent as I and my 
colleagues are today in hell. They daily stagger out of prison doors embit- 
tered, vengeful, hopeless, ruined. And of this army of the wronged, the 
‘proportion of Negroes is frightful. We protect and defend sensational cases 
where Negroes are involved. But the great mass of arrested or accused black 
folk have no defense. There is desperate need of nationwide organizations to 
oppose this national racket of railroading to jails and chain gangs the poor, 
friendless, and black.‘ 


Almost two decades passed before the realization attained by Du Bois on 
the occasion of his own encounter with the judicial system achieved exten- 
sive acceptance. A number of factors have combined to transform the penal 
system into a prominent terrain of struggle, both for the captives inside and 
the masses outside. The impact of large numbers of political prisoners both 
on prison populations and on the mass movement has been decisive. The 
vast majority of political prisoners have not allowed the fact of imprisonment 
to curtail their educational, agitational, and organizing activities, which they 


the political receptivity of prisoners — especially black and brown captives — 
has been increased and sharpened by the surge of aggressive political activity 
rising out of black, Chicano, and other oppressed communities. Finally, a 
major catalyst for intensified political action in ‘and around prisons has 
emerged out of the transformation of convicts, originally found: guilty of 
criminal offenses, into exemplary political militants. Their patient educa- 
tional efforts in the realm of exposing the specific oppressive structures of 
the penal system in their relation to the larger oppression of the social system 
have had a profound effect on their fellow captives. E 


The prison is a key component of the state’s coercive apparatus, the ~ 


overriding function of which is to ensure social control. The etymology of 
the term “penitentiary” furnishes a clue to the controlling idea behind the 
“prison. system” at its inception. The penitentiary was projected as the 
locale for doing penitence for an offense against society, the physical and 
spiritual purging of proclivities to challenge rules and regulations which 
command total obedience. While cloaking itself with the bourgeois aura of 
universality — imprisonment was supposed to cut across all class lines, as 
crimes were to be defined by the act, not the perpetrator — the prison has 
actually operated as an instrument of class domination, a means of prohib- 
iting the have-nots from encroaching upon the haves. 

The occurrence of crime is inevitable in a society in which wealth is 
unequally distributed, as one of the constant reminders that society’s pro- 
ductive forces are being channeled in the wrong direction. Thé majority of 
criminal offenses bear a direct relationship to property. Contained in the 
very concept of property, crimes are profound but suppressed social needs 
which express themselves in anti-social modes of action. Spontaneously 
produced by a capitalist organization of society, this type of crime is at once 
a protest against society and a desire to partake of its exploitative content. 
It challenges the symptoms of capitalism, but not its essence. 

Some Marxists in recent years have tended to banish “criminals” and the 
lumpenproletariat as a whole from the arena of revolutionary struggle. 
Apart from the absence of any link binding the criminal to the means of 
production, underlying this exclusion has been the assumption that indi- 
viduals who have recourse to anti-social acts are incapable of developing the 
discipline and collective orientation required by revolutionary struggle. 

With the declassed character of lumpenproletarians in mind, Marx had 
stated that they are as capable of “the most heroic deeds and the most 
exalted sacrifices, as of the basest banditry and the dirtiest corruption.” He 
emphasized the fact that the provisional government’s mobile guards under 
the Paris Commune — some 24,000 troops — were largely formed out of 
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young lumpenproletarians from fifteen to twenty years of age. Too many 
Marxists have been inclined to overvalue the second part of Marx’s obser- 
vation — that the lumpenproletariat is capable of the basest banditry and 
the dirtiest corruption — while minimizing or indeed totally disregarding his 
first remark, applauding the lumpen for their heroic deeds and exalted 
sacrifices. : 

Especially today when so many black, Chicano, and Puerto Rican men 
and women are jobless as a consequence of the internal dynamic of the 
capitalist system, the role of the unemployed, which includes the 
lumpenproletariat in revolutionary struggle, must be given serious thought. 
Increased unemployment, particularly for the nationally oppressed, will 
continue to be an inevitable by-product of technological development. At 
least 30 percent of black youth are presently without jobs. [In 1997, over 30 
percent of young black men were in prison, on probation or on parole.] In 
the context of class exploitation and national oppression it should be clear 
that numerous individuals are compelled to resort to criminal acts, not as a 
result of conscious choice — implying other alternatives — but because 
society has objectively reduced their possibilities of subsistence and survival 
to this level. This recognition should signal the urgent need to organize the 
unemployed and lumpenproletariat, as indeed the Black Panther Party as 
well as activists in prison have already begun to do. i 

In evaluating the susceptibility of the black and brown unemployed to 
organizing efforts, the peculiar historical features of the US, specifically 
racism and national oppression, must be taken into account. There already 
exists in the black and brown communities, the lumpenproletariat in- 
cluded, a long tradition of collective resistance to national oppression. 

Moreover, in assessing the revolutionary potential of prisoners in 
America as a group, it should be borne in mind that not all prisoners have 
actually committed crimes. The built-in racism of-the judicial system ex- 
presses itself, as Du Bois has suggested, in the railroading of countless 
innocent blacks and other national minorities into the country’s coercive 
institutions. 

One must also appreciate the effects of disproportionally long prison 
terms ‘on black and brown inmates. The typical criminal mentality sees 
imprisonment as a calculated risk for a particular criminal act. One’s prison 
term is more or less rationally predictable. The function of racism in the 
judicial-penal complex is to shatter that predictability. The black burglar, 
anticipating a two--to' four-year term, may end up doing ten to fifteen years, 
while the white burglar leaves after two years. 

Within -the contained, coercive universe of the prison, the captive is 
confronted with the realities of racism, not simply as individual acts dic- 
tated by attitudinal bias; rather he is compelled to come to grips with racism 

s an institutional phenomenon collectively experienced by. the victims. 
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The disproportionate representation of the black and brown communities, 
the manifest racism of parole boards, the intense brutality inherent in the 
relationship between prison guards and black and brown inmates — all this 
and more causes the prisoner to be confronted daily, hourly, with the 
concentrated, systematic existence of racism. * . 

For the innocent prisoner, the process of radicalization should come 
easy;, for the “guilty” victim, the insight into the nature of racism as it 
manifests itself in the judicial-penal complex can lead toa questioning of 
his own past criminal activity and a re-evaluation of the methods he has 
used to survive in a racist and exploitative society. Needless to say, 
this process is not automatic, it does not occur -spontaneously. The 
persistent educational work carried out by the prison’s political activists 


plays a key role in developing the political potential of captive men and 
women. 


Prisoners — especially blacks, Chicanos, and Puerto Ricans — are increas- K- 


ingly advancing the proposition that they are political prisoners. They 
contend that they are political prisoners in the sense that they are largely the 
victims of an oppressive politico-economic order, swiftly becoming con- 
scious of the causes underlying their victimization. The Folsom Prisoners’ 
Manifesto of Demands.and Anti-Oppression Platform attests to a lucid under- 
standing of the structures of oppression within the prison — structures which 
contradict even the avowed function of the penal institution: “The program 
‘we.are submitted to, under the ridiculous title of rehabilitation, is relative to 
the ancient stupidity of pouring water on the drowning man, in as much as 
we are treated for our hostilities by our program administrators with their 
hostility as medication.” The Manifesto also reflects an awareness that the 
severe social crisis taking place in this country, predicated in part on the 
ever-increasing mass consciousness of deepening social contradictions, is 
forcing the political function of the prisons to surface in all its brutality. 
Their contention that prisons are being transformed into the “fascist con- 
centration camps of modern America,” should not be taken lightly, al- 
though it would be erroneous as well as defeatist in a practical sense, to 
maintain that fascism has irremediably established itself. 
The point is this, and this is the truth which is apparent in the Manifesto: 

e- ruling circles of America are expanding and intensifying repressive y 
: i in the bud as well as to 
dical-democratic tendencies, suchas the movement to.cndthew 
in Indochina. Ihe government is not hesitating to utilize an entire network 
of fascist tactics, including the monitoring of congressmen’s telephone 
calls, a system of “preventive fascism,” as Marcuse has termed it, in which 
the role of the judicial-penal systems looms large. The sharp edge of 
political repression, cutting through the heightened militancy of the masses, 
and bringing growing numbers of activists behind prison walls, must neces- 
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sarily pour over into the contained world of the prison where it understand- 
ably acquires far more ruthless forms. 

It is a relatively easy matter to persecute the captive whose life is already 

dominated by a network of authoritarian mechanisms. This is especially 
facilitated by the indeterminate sentence policies of many states, for politi- 
cally conscious prisoners .will incur inordinately long sentences on their 
original conviction. According to Louis S. Nelson, warden of San Quentin 
Prison, “if the prisons of California become known as schools for violent 
revolution, the Adult Authority would be remiss in their duty not to keep 
the inmates longer” (San Francisco Chronicle, May 2, 1971). Where this 
‘is deemed inadequate, authorities have recourse to the whole spectrum 
of brutal corporal punishment, including out and out murder. At San 
Quentin, Fred Billingslea was teargassed to death in February 1970. W. L. 
Nolen, Alvin Miller, and Cleveland Edwards were assassinated by a prison 
guard in January 1970, at Soledad Prison. Unusual and inexplicable “sui- 
cides” have occurred with incredible regularity in jails and prisons through- 
out the country. 

It should be self-evident that the frame-up becomes a powerful weapon 
within the spectrum of prison repression, particularly because of the avail- 
ability of informers, the broken prisoners who will do anything for a price. 
The Soledad Brothers and the Soledad Three are leading examples of 
frame-up victims. Both cases involve militant activists who have been 
charged with killing Soledad prison guards. In both cases, widespread 
support has been kindled within the California prison system. They have 
served as occasions to link the immediate needs of the black community 
with a forceful fight to break the fascist stronghold in the prisons and 
therefore to abolish the prison system in its present form. 

Racist oppression invades the lives of black people on an infinite variety 
of levels. Blacks are imprisoned in a world where our labor and toil hardly 
allow us to eke out a decent existence, if we are able to find jobs at all. When 
the economy begins to falter, we are forever the first victims, always the 
most deeply wounded. When the economy is on its feet, we continue to live 
in a depressed state. Unemployment is generally twice as high in the ghettos 
as it-is in the country as a whole and even higher among black women 
and youth.. The unemployment rate among black youth has presently 
skyrocketed. to 30 percent. If one-third of America’s white youths were 
without a means of livelihood, we would either be in the thick of revolution 

or else under the iron rule of fascism. Substandard schools, medical care 
hardly fit for animals, over-priced, dilapidated housing, a welfare system 
based on a policy of skimpy concessions, designed to degrade and divide 
(and even this may soon be canceled) — this is only the beginning of the list 
of props in the overall scenery of oppression which, for the mass of blacks; 
is the universe. 
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In black communities, wherever they are located, there exists an ever- 
present reminder that our universe must remain stable in its drabness, its 
poverty, its brutality. From Birmingham to Harlem to Watts, black ghetto 
are occupied, patrolled and often attacked by massive deployments o 
police. The police, domestic caretakers of violence, are the oppressor’s 
emissaries, charged with the task of containing-us within the boundaries of 
our oppression. 

The announced function of the police, “to protect and serve the people,” 
becomes the grotesque caricature of protecting and preserving the interests 
of our oppressors and serving us nothing but injustice. They are there to 
intimidate blacks, to persuade us with their violence that we are powerless 
to alter the conditions of our lives. Arrests are frequently based on whims. 
Bullets from their guns murder human beings with little or no pretext, aside 
from the universal intimidation they are charged with carrying out. Protec- 
tion for drug-pushers, and Mafia-style exploiters, support for the most 
reactionary ideological elements of the black community (especially those 
who cry out for more police), are among the many functions of forces of law 
and order. They encircle the community with a shield of violence, too often 
forcing the natural aggression of the black community inwards. Fanon’s 
analysis of the role of colonial police is an appropriate description of the 
function of the police in America’s ghettos. 

It goes without saying that the police would be unable to set into motion 
their racist machinery were they not sanctioned and supported by the 
judicial system. The courts not only consistently abstain from prosecuting 
criminal behavior on the part of the police, but they convict, on the basis of 
biased police testimony, countless black men and women. Court-appointed 
attorneys, acting in the twisted interests of overcrowded courts, convince 
85 percent of the defendants to plead guilty. Even the manifestly innocent 
are advised to cop a plea so that the lengthy and expensive process of jury 
trials is avoided. This is the structure of the apparatus which summarily 
railroads black people into jails and prisons. (During my imprisonment 
in the New York Women’s House of Detention, I encountered numerous 
cases involving innocent black women who had been advised to plead 
guilty. One sister had entered her white landlord’s apartment for 
the purpose of paying rent. He attempted to rape her and in the course of 
the ensuing struggle, a lit candle toppled over, burning a tablecloth. The 
landlord ordered her arrested for arson. Following the advice of her court- 
appointed attorney, she entered a guilty plea, having been deceived by the 
attorney’s insistence that the court would be more lenient. The sister was 
sentenced to three years.) 

The vicious circle linking poverty, police courts, and prison is an integral 
element of ghetto existence. Unlike the mass of whites, the path which leads 
to jails and prisons is deeply rooted in the imposed patterns of black 
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existence. For this very reason, an almost instinctive affinity binds the mass 
of black people to the political prisoners. The vast majority of blacks harbor 
a deep hatred of the police and are not deluded by official proclamations of 
justice through the courts. 

For the black individual, contact with the law-enforcement—judicial- 
penal network, directly or through relatives and friends, is inevitable be- 
cause he or she is black. For the activist become political prisoner, the 
contact has occurred because he has lodged a protest, in one form or 
another, against the conditions which nail blacks to this orbit of oppression. 

Historically, black people as a group have exhibited a greater potential 
for resistance than any other part of the population. The iron-clad rule over 
our communities, the institutional practice of genocide, the ideology of 
racism have performed a strictly politi n. 
The capitalists have not only extracted super profits from the underpaid 
labor of over 15 percent of the American population with the aid of a 
superstructure of terror. This terror and more subtle forms of racism have 
further served to'thwart the flowering of a resistance — even a revolution — 
that would spread to the working class as a whole. 

In the interests of the capitalist class, the consent to racism and terror has 
been demagogically elicited from the white population, workers included, 
in order to more efficiently stave off resistance. Today, Nixon, [Attorney 
General John] Mitchell and J. Edgar Hoover are desperately attempting to 
persuade the population that dissidents, particularly blacks, Chicanos, 
Puerto Ricans, must be punished for being members of revolutionary 
organizations; for advocating the overthrow of the government; for agitat- 
ing and educating in the streets and behind prison walls. The political 
ss eae cance BE is surfacing with accelerated intensity. 

ites who have professed their solidarity with the black liberation move- 
ment and have moved in a distinctly revolutionary direction find them- 
selves targets of the same repression. Even the anti-war movement, rapidly 
exhibiting an anti-imperialist consciousness, is falling victim to goverriment 
repression. 

‘Black people are rushing full speed ahead towards an understanding of 
ie circumstances that give rise to exaggerated forms of political repression 

nd thus an overabundance of political prisoners. This understanding is 
being forged out of the raw material of their own immediate éxperiences 

ith racism. Hence, the black masses are growing conscious of their re- 
ponsibility to defend those who are being persecuted for attempting to 
bring about the alleviation of the most injurious immediate problems facing 
black communities and ultimately to bring about.total liberation through 
armed revolution, if it must come to this. 

The black liberation movement is presently at a critical juncture. Fascist 
methods of repression threaten to physically decapitate and obliterate the 
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movement.: More subtle, yet no less dangerous ideological tendencies from 
within threaten to isolate the black movement and diminish its revolution- 
ary impact. Both menaces must be counteracted in order to ensure our 
survival. Revolutionary blacks must spearhead and provide leadership for a 
broad anti-fascist movement. 

Fascism is a process, its growth and development are cancerous in 
nature. While today, the threat of fascism may be primarily restricted to the 
use of the law-enforcement—judicial-pénal apparatus to arrest the overt and 
latent revolutionary trends among nationally oppressed people, tomorrow it 
may attack the working class-en masse and eventually even moderate demo- 
crats. Even in this period, however, the cancer has already commenced to 
spread. In addition to the prison army of thousands and thousands of 
nameless Third World victims of political revenge, there are increasing 
numbers of white political prisoners — draft resisters, anti-war activists such 
as the Harrisburg Eight, men and women who have involved themselves on 
all levels of revolutionary activity. 

Among the further symptoms of the fascist threat are official efforts to 
curtail the power of organized labor, such as the attack on the manifestly 
conservative construction workers and the trends towards reduced welfare 
aid. Moreover, court detisions and repressive legislation augmenting police 
powers — such as the Washington no-knock law, permitting police to enter 
private dwellings without warning, and Nixon’s “Crime Bill” in general — 
can eventually be used against any citizen. Indeed congressmen are already 
protesting the use of police-state wire-tapping to survey their activities. The 
fascist content of the ruthless aggression in Indo-China should be self- 
evident. 

One of the fundamental historical lessons to be learned from past failures 
to prevent the tise of fascism is the decisive and indispensable character of 
the fight against fascism in its incipient phases. Once allowed to conquer 
ground, its growth is facilitated in geometric proportion. Although the most 
unbridled expressions of the fascist menace are still tied to the racist 
domination of blacks, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, Indians, it lurks under the 
surface wherever there is potential resistance to the power of monopoly 
capital, the parasitic interests which control this society. Potentially it can 
profoundly worsen the conditions of existence for the average American 
citizen. Consequently, the masses of people in this country have a real, 
direct, and material stake in the struggle to free political prisoners, the 
struggle to abolish the prison system in its present form, the struggle against 
all dimensions of racism. 

No one should fail to take heed of Georgi Dimitrov’s warning: “Whoever 
does not fight the growth of fascism at these preparatory stages is not in a 
position to prevent the victory of fascism, but, on the contrary, facilitates 
that victory” (Report to the VIIth Congress of the Communist Interna- 
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tional, 1935). The only effective guarantee against the victory of fascism is 
an indivisible mass movement which refuses to conduct business as usual as 
long as repression rages on. It is only natural that blacks and other Third 
World peoples must lead this movement, for we are the first and most 
deeply injured victims of fascism. But it must embrace all potential victims 
and most important, all working-class people, for the ke¥ to the triumph of 
fascism is its ideological victory over i king-class. Given the 
eruption of a severe economic crisis; the door to such an ideological victory 
can be opened by the active approval or passive toleration of racism. It is 
essential that white workers become conscious that historically through 
their acquiescence in the capitalist-inspired oppression of blacks they have 
only rendered themselves more vulnerable to attack. 

The pivotal struggle which must be waged in the ranks of the working 
class is consequently the open, unreserved battle against entrenched rac- 
ism. The white worker must become conscious of the threads which bind 
him to a James Johnson, a black auto worker, member of -UAW, and a 
political prisoner presently facing charges for the killings of two foremen 
and a job setter.° The merciless proliferation of the power of monopoly 
capital may ultimately push him inexorably down the very same path of 
desperation. No potential victim [of the fascist terror] should be without 
the knowledge that the greatest menace to racism and fascism is unity! 

MARIN COUNTY JAIL 
May, 1971 


NOTES 


1 William Z. Foster, The Negro People in American History (New York: Interna- 
tional Publishers, 1954), 169-70 (quoting Herbert Aptheker). 
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MA: Peter Smith, 1963), 312. 

3 Herbert Aptheker, Nat Turner’s Slave Rebellion (New York: Grove Press, 1968), 
45. According to Aptheker these are not Nat Turner’s exact words. 
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Unfinished Lecture on 
Liberation — II 


One of the striking paradoxes of the bourgeois ideological tradition resides 
in an enduring philosophical emphasis on the idea of freedom alongside 
an equally pervasive failure to acknowledge the denial of freedom to entire 
categories of real, social human beings. In ancient Greece, whose legacy of 
democracy inspired some of the great bourgeois thinkers, citizenship in the 
polis, the real exercise of freedom, was not accessible to the majority of 
people. Women were not allowed to be citizens and slavery was an uncon- 
tested institution. While the lofty notions affirming human liberty were 
being formulated by those’ who penned the United States Constitution, 
Afro-Americans lived and labored in chains. Not even the term “Slavery” 
was allowed to mar the sublime concepts articulated in the Constitution, 
which euphemistically refers to “persons held to service or labor” as those 
exceptional human beings who did not merit the rights and guarantees 
otherwise extended to all. 

Are human beings free or are they not? Ought they be free or ought they 
not be free? The history of Afro-American literature furnishes an illuminat- 
ing account of the nature of freedom, its extent and limits. Moreover, we 
should discover in black literature an important perspective that is missing 
in so many of the discourses on the theme of freedom in the history of 
bourgeois philosophy. Afro-American literature incorporates the con- 
sciousness of a people who have been continually denied entrance into the 
real world of freedom, a people whose struggles and ‘aspirations have 
exposed the inadequacies not only of the practice of freedom, but also of its 
very theoretical formulation. 

The central issue of this course “Recurring Philosophical Themes in 
Black Literature” will be the idea of freedom. Commencing with the Life 


This essay is based on the second lecture of a 1969 UCLA course, “Recurring Philosophical 
Themes in Black Literature.” It was originally published in Philosophy Born of Struggle: 
Anthology of. Afro-American Philosophy from 1917, ed. Leonard Harris (Dubuque IA: Kendall 
Hunt, 1983). Reprinted by permission of the editor and the Kendall Hunt Publishing 
Company. . 


54 Prisons, Repression, and Resistance 


and Times of Frederick Douglass, I will explore the slave’s experience of 
bondage as the basis for a transformation of the principle of freedom into a 
dynamic, active struggle for liberation. I will then examine the ideas of the 
great twentieth-century Afro-American thinker W. E. B. Du Bois, and will 
proceed to trace black ideological development in literature up to the 
contemporary era. In conclusion, this course will compare the writings of a 
few representative African and Caribbean writers with the works of Afro- 
Americans. In each instance, the notion of freedom will be the axis around 
which we will attempt to develop other philosophical concepts such as the 
meaning of knowledge, the function of morality, and the perception of 
history peculiar to an oppressed people striving toward the goal of collective 
liberation. SA 
Before actually approaching the material, we should familiarize ourselves 
with some of the questions posed in this exploration of the nature of human 
freedom. First of all, is-freedom an essentially subjective experience? Is it 
essentially objective? Or is it rather a synthesis of both these poles? In other 
words, should freedom be conceived as an inherent characteristic of the 
human mind, whose expression is primarily inward? Or is it a goal to be 
realized through human action in the real, objective world? Freedom of 
thought? Freedom of action? Freedom as practical realization? Freedom 
of the individual? Freedom of the collective? Consider, for instance, this 
aspect of the philosophy of freedom proposed by the French existentialist 
Jean-Paul Sartre. Because it is in the nature of the human being to be 
“condemned to freedom,” even those who are held in chains remain essen= 
tially free, for they are always at liberty to eliminate their condition of 
slavery, if only because death is an alternative to captivity. Considering the 
African’s real experience of slavery on this continent, would you attempt to 
argue that the black slave was essentially free since even in bondage, a 
person retains the freedom to choose between captivity and death? Or 
rather would you detect a basic incompatibility between this notion and the 
real prerequisites of liberation? Would you agree, in other words, that when 
the slave opts for death, the resulting elimination of the predicament of 
slavery also abolishes the fundamental condition of freedom, that is, the 
slave’s experience of living, human reality. Nat Turner and Denmark Vesey 
met with death at the conclusion of the slave revolts they so courageously 
led, but was it death they chose or was it liberation for their people even at 
the risk of death for themselves as individuals? 

The slave who grasps the real significance of freedom understands that 
it does not ultimately entail the ability to choose death over life as a slave, 
but rather the ability to strive toward the abolition of the master-slave 
relationship itself. a l 

The first part of the Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, which is entitled 
“Life of a Slave,” traces both a material and philosophical journey from 
slavery to freedom. The point of departure is occasioned by the following 
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question posed. by Frederick Douglass the child: “Why am I a slave? Why 
are some people slaves and others masters?” Douglass, of course, has 
rejected the usual religious explanations based on the belief that God’s will 
was responsible for black people being condemned to lives of bondage and 
for the slave-masters being bearers of white skin. As the question itself 
implies, Douglass has also challenged the credibility of all other apologetic 
theories regarding slavery in the history of Western ideas. 

The slave is-a human being whom another has absolutely denied the 
right to- express his or her freedom. But is not freedom a property that 


belongs to the very essence of the human being? Either the slave is not a- 


human being or else the very existence of the slave is itself a contradiction. 
Of course the prevailing racist ideology, which defined people of African 
descent as subhuman, was simply a distortion within the realm of ideas 
based on real and systematic efforts to deny black people their rightful 
status as human beings. In order to perpetuate the institution of slavery, 
Africans were forcibly compelled to live and labor under conditions hardly 
fit for animals. The slave-holder class was determined to fashion black 
people in the image of these subhumans described in the ideology justifying 
the oppression meted out to slaves. In this sense, it was the slave-holder 
whose consciousness was a slave to the socio-economic system that rel- 
egated to him the role of oppressor. The master’s notion of freedom, in fact, 
involved this capacity to control the lives of others — the master felt himself 
free at the expense of the freedom of another. As the conscious ‘slave 
certainly realized, this merely abstract freedom to suppress the lives of 
others rendered the master a slave of his own misconceptions; his own 
misdeeds, his own brutality and infliction of oppression. 

If the slave-holder was entrapped within a vicious circle, there was a 
potential exit gate for the slave: the slave could opt for active resistance. 
These. are the reflections Frederick Douglass offers on his childhood ex- 
perience of observing a slave resist a flogging: “That slave who had the 
courage. to stand up for himself against the overseer, although he might 
have many hard stripes at first, became while legally. a slave virtually a free 
man. “You can shoot me’, said a slave to Rigby Hopkins, ‘but you can’t whip 
me’, and the result was he was neither whipped nor shot.” In this posture of 
resistance, the rudiments of freedom were already present. The stance of 
self-defense signified far more than a simple refusal to submit to a flogging, 
for it was also an implicit rejection of the entire institution of slavery, its 
standards, its morality. It was a microcosmic effort toward liberation. 

The slave could thus become.conscious of the fact that freedom is not a 
static quality, a given, but rather is the goal of an active process, something 
to be fought for, something to be gained in and through the process of 
struggle. The slave-master, on the other hand, experienced what he defined 
as his freedom as an inalienable fact: he could hardly become aware that he, 
too, had been enslaved by the system over which he appeared to rule. 
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_To return to a question we posed earlier — is it possible for a human 
being to be free withiri the limits of slavery? — we can argue that the path 
toward freedom can only be envisioned by the slave when the chains, the 
lash, and the whipping post of slavery are actively challenged. The first 
phase of liberation must thus involve a rejection of the material conditions 
and ideological images-contrived in the interests of the slave-holder class. 
The slave must reject his/her existence as a slave. In the words of Frederick 
Douglass, “nature never intended that men and women should be either 
slaves or slave-holders, and nothing but rigid training long persisted in, can 
perfect the character of the one or the other.” Slavery is an alienation from 
the human condition, a violation of humanity that distorts both parties, but 
that fundamentally alienates the slave from the freedom to which every 
human being ought to have a right. This alienation can remain unacknowl- 
edged and unchallenged, or it can be recognized in such a way as to provide 
a theoretical impetus for a practical thrust in the direction of freedom. 

The most -extreme form of human alienation is the reduction of a 
productive and thinking human being to the status of property: “Person- 
ality swallowed up in the sordid idea of property! Manhood lost in 
chattelhood! ... Our destiny was to be fixed for life, and we had no more 
voice in the decision of the question than the oxen and cows that stood 
chewing at the haymow” (Douglass). “The slave was a fixture,” Frederick 
Douglass compellingly argued. “He had no choice, no goal, but was pegged 
down to oné single spot, and must take root there or nowhere.” The slave 
exercised no control whatsoever over the external circumstances of his/her 
life. On one day, a woman might be living and working among her children, 
their father, her relatives, and friends. The very next day she might be 


headed for a destination miles and miles away, journeying far beyond the . 


possibility of ever again encountering those with whom she had enjoyed. 
_ intimate contacts for years. For the slave, “his going out into the world was 
like a living man going into the tomb, who, with open eyes, sees himself 
buried out of sight and hearing of wife, children, and friends of kindred tie.” 
Describing a related experience, Douglass presents a moving account of his 
grandmother’s last days. Having faithfully served her master from his birth 
to his-death, having borne children for him, she is disdainfully dismissed 
by her original master’s grandson. This old woman is banished from the 
plantation and sent into the woods to die a horrible, solitary death. 
Although unwittingly, Douglass’s owner reveals a way for the young boy 
to become cognizant of his alienation as a slave: “If you give a nigger an 
inch he will take an ell. Learning will spoil the best nigger in the world. If 
he learns to read the Bible it will forever unfit him to be a slave. He should 
know nothing but the will of his master and learn to obey it.” In other 
words, as long as the slave accepts the master’s will as the absolute authority 
over his/her life, the alienation is absolute. With no effective will of one’s 
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own, with no realizable desires of one’s own, the slave must seek the essence 
of his/her being in the will of the master. What does this mean?:In an 
important sense, it is the slave’s consent that permits the master to perpetu- 
ate the condition of slavery — not, of course, free consent, but rather consent 
based on brutality and force. 

Having overheard his master’s observations on the revolutionary poten- 
tial of knowledge, Frederick Douglass reflects: ““Very well,’ thought I, 
‘Knowledge unfits a child to be a slave.’ I -instinctively assented to the 
proposition, and from that moment I understood the direct pathway from 
slavery to freedom.” Looking closely at these words, we detect once again 
the theme of resistance. Douglass’s first enlightening experience regarding 
the possibility of a slave asserting his yearning for freedom involved resis- 
tance to a flogging. He later discovers resistance in the form of education, 
resistance of the mind, a refusal to accept the will of the slave-master, a 
cama to seek an independent means of judging the world around 

S : . 

As the slave who challenged his master to whip him and threatened to 
physically resist his aggressor’s violent lashes, Frederick Douglass appropri- 
ates his master’s insight — that is, learning unfits a person to be a slave — and 
vows to use it against his oppressor. Resistance, rejection, physical and 
mental, are fundamental moments of the journey toward freedom. In the 
beginning, however, it is inevitable that knowledge, as a process leading to 
a more profound comprehension of the meaning of slavery, results in 
despair: “When I was about thirteen years old, and had succeeded in 
learning to read, every increase of knowledge, especially anything respect- 
ing the free states, was an additional weight to the most intolerable burden 
of my thought — ‘J am a slave for life.” To my bondage I could see no end. 
It was a terrible reality, and I shall never be able to tell how sadly that 
thought chafed my young spirit.” 

The child’s despair gives way to an emerging consciousness of 
his alienated existence. He begins to seek freedom as the negation of his 


concrete condition — in fact, it seems to be present as the negation of the 


very air he breathes: 


Liberty, as the inestimable birthright of every man, converted every object 
into an asserter of this right. I heard it in every sound and saw it in every 
object. It was ever-present to torment me with a sense of my wretchedness, 
the more horrible and desolate was my condition. I saw nothing without 
seeing it and I heard nothing without hearing it. I do not exaggerate when I 
say that it looked at me in every star, smiled in every calm, breathed in every 
wind and moved in every storm. 


Frederick Douglass has arrived at a consciousness of his predicament 
as a slave. That consciousness at the same time is a rejection of his 
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predicament. But enlightenment does not result in real freedom, or even a 
mental state of pleasure. Referring to his mistress, Douglass says: “She 
aimed to keep me ignorant, and I resolved to know, although knowledge 
only increased my misery.” Moreover, the slave has not simply rejected his 
individual condition and his misery does not simply result from his 
consciousness of his alienation as an individual. “It was slavery and not its 
mere incidents that I hated.” True consciousness involves a rejection of the 
institution itself and all of the institution’s accompaniments. 

As he moves down the pathway from slavery to freedom, Douglass 
experiences religion as a reinforcement and justification of his yearning for 
liberation. Out of the doctrines of Christianity, he deduces the equality of 
all human beings before God. If this is true, he infers, then slave-masters are 
defying God’s will and should consequently suffer God’s wrath. Freedom, 
liberation, the abolition of slavery, the elimination of human alienation — 
all these visions are given a metaphysical foundation. A supernatural 
being wills the abolition of slavery and Douglass, slave and believer, must 
execute God’s will by striving toward the aim of liberation. Of course, he 
was not alone in his efforts to forge a theology of liberation on the basis of 
the Christian doctrine. Nat Turner’s rebellion and John Brown’s attack 
were among the innumerable anti-slavery’ actions directly inspired by 
Christianity. 

Christianity, when it was offered to the masses of slaves, was originally 
destined to serve precisely the opposite purpose. Religion was to furnish a 
metaphysical justification not for freedom, but rather for the institution of 
slavery itself. 

One of the most widely quoted, but least understood passages in the 
writings of Karl Marx concerns religion as the “opium of the people.” This 
is generally assumed to simply mean that the function of religion is to 
counsel acquiescence toward worldly oppression and to redirect hopes and 
yearnings of oppressed people into the supernatural.realm. A little suffering 
during a person’s lifetime in the real world is entirely insignificant in 
comparison with an eternity of bliss. But what is the larger context of 
Marx’s assertion, which is contained in the opening paragraphs of his 
Introduction to a Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right? Marx writes: 


Religious suffering is at the same time an expression of real suffering and a 
protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the 
sentiment of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the 
opium of the people. The abolition of religion as the ilusory happiness of men, 
is a demand for their real happiness. The call to abandon their illusions about 
their condition is a call to abandon a condition which requires illusions. 


In other words, it is true indeed that real wants, real needs, and real desires 
can be transformed into impotent wish-dreams via the process of religion, 


Unfinished Lecture on Liberation — II 59 


especially if things appear to be utterly hopeless in this world. But it is also 
true that these dreams can revert to their original state — as real wishes, real 
needs to change the existing social reality. It is possible to redirect these 
wish-dreams to the here and now. Frederick Douglass attempted to redirect 
aspirations that were expressed within a religious context and, like Nat 
Turner and countless others, placed them within the framework of the real 
world. Religion can play a potentially revolutionary role since — for op- 
pressed people, at least — its very nature is to satisfy urgent needs grounded 
in the real, social world. í 

In his work The Peculiar Institution, Kenneth Stampp extensively dis- 
cusses the role of religion as a vehicle of appeasement for black people, 
as a means of suppressing potential revolt. In the beginning, he observes, 
Africans were not converted to Christianity, because this might have estab- 
lished for the slaves a solid argument for freedom. However, the slave- 
holding colonies eventually began to pass legislation to the effect that black 
Christians were not to become free simply by virtue of their baptism. 
Stampp formulates the reasons why slaves could be allowed to enter the 
sacred doors of Christianity: 


Through religious instruction, the bondman learned that slavery had divine 
sanction, that insolence was as much an offense against God as against the 
temporal master. They received the Biblical command that servants should 
obey their masters and they heard of the punishments-awaiting the disobedi- 
ent slave in the hereafter. They heard, too, that eternal salvation would be 
their reward for faithful service and that on the day of judgment God would 
deal impartially with the poor and the rich, the black man and the white. 


Thus those passages in the Bible emphasizing obedience, humility, paci- 
fism, patience, were presented to the slave as the essence of Christianity. 
On the other hand, those passages that emphasized equality, freedom, 
and happiness as attributes of this world as well as the next — those that 
Frederick Douglass discovered after teaching himself the illegal activity of 
reading, were eliminated from the official sermons destined to be heard by 
slaves. Thus a censored version of Christianity was developed especially for 
the slaves, and one who emulated the slave-master’s piety would never 
strike a white man and would believe that his master was always right even 
though the oppressor might violate all human standards of morality. Yet 
there is no lack of evidence that new criteria for religious piety were 
developed within the slave community: the militant posture of a Frederick 
Douglass, a Harriet Tubman, a Gabriel Prosser, and a Nat Turner, and the 
fact that the Christian spirituals created and sung by the masses of slaves 
were also powerful songs of freedom demonstrate the extent to which 
Christianity could be rescued from the ideological context forged by the 
slave-holders and imbued with a revolutionary content of liberation. 
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Frederick Douglass’s response to Nat Turner’s revolt is revealing: 


The insurrection of Nat Turner had been quelled, but the alarm and terror 
which it occasioned had not subsided. The cholera was then on its way to this 
country, and I remember thinking that God was angry with the white people 
because of their slave-holding wickedness, and therefore his judgments were 
abroad in the land. Of course it was impossible for me not to hope much for 
the abolition movement when I saw it supported by the Almighty, and armed 
with death. 


4 


Race and Criminalization: 
Black Americans and the 
Punishment Industry 


In this post-civil-rights era, as racial barriers in high economic and political 
realms are apparently shattered with predictable regularity, race itself 
becomes an increasingly proscribed subject. In the dominant political dis- 
course it is no longer acknowledged as a pervasive structural phenomenon, 
réquiring the continuation of such strategies as affirmative action, but 


‘rather is represented primarily as a complex of prejudicial attitudes, which 


carry equal weight across all racial boundaries. Black leadership is thus 
often discredited and the identification of race as a public, political issue 
itself called into question through the invocation of, and application of the 
epithet “black racist” to such figures as Louis Farrakhan and Khalid Abdul 
Muhammad. Public debates about the role of the state that once focused 
very sharply and openly on issues of “race” and racism are now expected to 
unfold in the absence of any direct acknowledgment of the persistence — 
and indeed further entrenchment — of racially structured power relation- 
ships. Because’ race is ostracized from some of the most impassioned 
political debates of this period, their racialized character becomes increas- 
ingly difficult to identify, especially by those who are unable — or do not 
want — to decipher the encoded language. This means that hidden racist 
arguments can be mobilized readily across racial boundaries and political 
alignments. Political positions once easily defined as conservative, liberal, 
and sometimes even radical therefore have a tendency to lose their distinc- 
tiveness in the face of the seductions of this camouflaged racism. 
President Clinton chose the date of the Million Man March, convened 
by Minister Louis Farrakhan of the Nation of Islam, to issue a call for a 


This essay, which is based on a talk delivered at the “Race Matters” conference at Princeton 
University, was published in The House that Race Built, ed. Wahneema Lubiano (New York: 
Pantheon, 1997). “Race and Criminalization: Black Americans and the Punishment Indus- 
try,” copyright © 1997 by Angela Y. Davis. Reprinted by permission of Pantheon Books, a 
division of Random House, Inc. 
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“national conversation on race,” borrowing ironically the exact words of 
Lani Guinier (whose nomination for Assistant Attorney General in charge 
of civil rights he had previously withdrawn because her writings focused too 
sharply on issues of race).’ Guinier’s ideas had been so easily dismissed 
because of the prevailing ideological equation of the “end of racism” with 
the removal of all allusions to race. If conservative positions argue that race 
consciousness itself impedes the process of solving the problem of race — 
i.e., achieving race blindness — then Clinton’s speech indicated an attempt 
to reconcile the two, positing race consciousness as a means of moving 
toward race blindness. “There are too many today, white and black, on the 
left and the right, on the street corners and radio waves, who seek to sow 
division for their own purposes. To them I say: ‘No more. We must be 
one.’” 

While Clinton did acknowledge “the awful history and stubborn persis- 
tence of racism,” his remarks foregrounded those reasons for the “racial 
divide” that “are rooted in the fact that we still haven’t learned to talk 
frankly, to listen carefully and to work together across racial lines.” Race, 
he insisted, is not about government, but about the hearts of people. Of 
course, it would be absurd to deny the degree to which racism infects in 
deep and multiple ways the national psyche. However, the relegation of 
race to matters of the heart tends to render it increasingly difficult to 
identify the deep structural entrenchment of contemporary racism. 

When the structural character of racism is ignored in discussions about 
crime and the rising population of incarcerated people, the racial imbalance 
in jails and prisons is treated as a contingency, at best as a product of the- 
“culture of poverty,” and at worst as proof of an assumed black monopoly 
on criminality. The high proportion of black people in the criminal justice 
system is thus normalized and neither the state nor the general public is 
required to talk about and act on the meaning of that racial imbalance. 
Thus Republican and Democratic elected officials alike have successfully 
called for laws mandating life sentences for three-time “criminals,” without 
having to answer for the racial implications of these laws. By relying on the 
alleged “race-blindness” of such laws, black people are surreptitiously 
constructed as racial subjects, thus manipulated, exploited, and abused, 
while the structural persistence of racism — albeit in changed forms — in 
social and economic institutions, and in the national culture as a whole, is 
adamantly denied. 

Crime is thus one of the masquerades behind which “race,” with all its 
menacing ideological complexity, mobilizes old public fears and creates 
new ones. The current anti-crime debate takes place within a reified math- 
ematical realm — a strategy reminiscent of Malthus’s notion of the geometri; 
cal increase in population and the arithmetical increase in food sources, 
thus the inevitability of poverty and the means of suppressing it: war, 
disease, famine, and natural disasters. As a matter of fact, the persisting 
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neo-Malthusian approach to population control, which, instead of seeking 
to solve those pressing social problems that result in real pain. and suffering 
in people’s lives, calls for the elimination of those suffering lives — finds 
strong resonances in the public discussion about expurgating the “nation” 
of crime. These discussions include arguments deplayed by.those who are 
leading the call for more prisons and employ statistics in the same fetishistic 
and misleading way as Malthus did more than two centuries ago. Take for 
example James Wooten’s comments in the Heritage Foundation State 
Backgrounder. 


If the 55 percent of the estimated 800,000 current state and federal prisoners 
who are violent offenders were subject to serving 85 percent of their sentence, 
and assuming that those violent offenders would have committed 10 violent 
crimes a year while on the street, then the number of crimes prevented each 
year by truth in sentencing would be 4,000,000. That would be over # of the 
6,000,000 violent crimes reported.” 


In Reader’s Digest, Senior Editor Eugene H. Methvin writes: 


If we again double the present federal and state prison population — to 
somewhere between 1 million and 1.5 million and leave our city and county 
jail population at the present 400,000, we will break the back of America’s 
thirty-year crime wave.’ 


The real human beings — a vastly disproportionate number of whom are 
black and Latino/a men and women — designated by these numbers in a 
seemingly race-neutral way are deemed fetishistically exchangeable with the 
crimes they have already committed or will allegedly commit in the future. 
The real impact of imprisonment on their lives-never need be examined. 
The inevitable part played by the punishment industry in the reproduction 
of crime never need be discussed. The dangerous and indeed fascistic trend 
toward progressively greater numbers of hidden, incarcerated human popu- 
lations is itself rendered invisible. All that matters is the elimination of 
crime — and you get rid of crime by getting rid of people who, according to 
the prevailing racial common sense, are the most likely people to whom 
criminal acts will be attributed. Never mind that if this strategy is seriously 


and consistently pursued, the majority of young black men and a fast- 


growing proportion of young black women will spend a good portion of 
their lives behind walls and bars in order to serve as a reminder that the 


State is aggressively confro enemy.- 
‘While I do not want to locate a response to these arguments on the same 


level of mathematical abstraction and fetishism I have been problematizing, 
it is helpful, I think, to consider how many people are presently incarcerated 
or whose lives are subject to the direct surveillance of the criminal justice 
system. There are already approximately 1 million people in state and 
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federal prisons in the United States, not counting the 500,000 in city and 
county jails or the 600,000 on parole or the 3 million people on probation 
or the 60,000 young people in juvenile facilities. Which is to say that there 
are presently over 5.1 million people either incarcerated, on parole, or on 
probation. Many of those presently on probation or parole would be behind 
bars under the conditions of the recently passed crime bill. According to the 
Sentencing Project, even before the passage of the crime bill, black people 
were 7.8 times more likely to be imprisoned than whites.’ The Sentencing 
Project’s most recent report® indicates that 32.2 percent of young black 
men and 12.3 percent of young Latino men between the ages of twenty and 
twenty-nine are either in prison, in jail, or on probation or parole. This is in 
comparison with 6.7 percent of young white men. A total of 827,440 young 
African-American males are under the supervision of the criminal justice 
system, at a cost of $6 billion per year. A major strength of the 1995 report, 
as compared to its predecessor, is its acknowledgment that the racialized 
impact of the criminal justice system is also gendered and that the relatively 


smaller number of African-American women drawn into the system should 


not relieve us of the responsibility of understanding the encounter of gender 
and race in arrest and incarceration practices. Moreover, the increases in 


Se er A 
women’s contact with the criminal j have been even more 
aK dramatic than those of men. a 


The 78 percent increase in criminal justi women was 


more than double the increase for black men and for white women, and more, 
than nine J ‘nine times the increase for-whitemen. . . . Although research on women 
of color in in the criminal justice system is limited, existing data and research 
suggest that it is the combination of race and sex effects that is at the root of 
the trends which appear in our data. For example, while the number of blacks 
‘and Hispanics in prison is growing at an alarming rate, the rate of increase for 
women is even greater. Between 1980 and 1992 the female prison population 


increased 276 percent, compared to 163 percent for men. Unlike men of 
color, women -of color thus belong to two groups that_are-experiencing 
particular dramatic growth in their contact with the criminal justice syst 


It has been estimated that by the year 2000 the number of people 
imprisoned will surpass 2 million, a grossly disproportionate number oF 
whom will be black-people, and that the cost will be over $40 billion a year,” 
a figure that is‘reminiscent of the way the military budget devoured — and 
continues to devour — the country’s resources. This out-of-control punish- 
ment industry is an extremely effective criminalization industry, for the 


racial imba incarcel opulations is not recognized-as evidence 
of s er is invoked as a.corisequence of the assumed 


criminality _o E black people. In other words, the criminalization process 


works so well precisely because of the hidden logic of racism. Racist logic 
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is deeply entrenched in the nation’s material and psychic structures. It is 
something with which we all are very familiar. The logic, in fact, can persist, 
even when direct allusions to “race” are removed. 

Even those communities that are most deeply injured by this racist logic 
have learned how to rely upon it, particularly when open allusions to race 
are not necessary. Thus, in the absence of broad, radical grassroots move- 
ments in poor black communities so devastated by new forms of youth- 
perpetrated violence, the ideological options are extremely sparse. Often 
there are no other ways to express collective rage and despair but to 
demand that police sweep the community clean of crack and Uzis, and of 
the people who use and sell drugs and wield weapons. Ironically, Carol 
Moseley-Braun, the first black woman senator in our nation’s history, was 
an enthusiastic sponsor of the Senate Anticrime Bill, whose passage in 
November 1993 paved the way for the August 25, 1994, passage of the bill 
by the House. Or perhaps there is little irony here. It may be precisely 
because there is a Carol Moseley-Braun in the Senate and a Clarence 
Thomas in the Supreme.Court — and concomitant class differentiations and 
other factors responsible for far more heterogeneity in black communities 
than at any other time in this country’s history — that implicit consent to 
antiblack racist logic (not to speak of racism toward other groups) becomes 
far more widespread among black people. Wahneema Lubiano’s explora- 
tions of the complexities of state domination as it operates within and 
through the subjectivities of those who are the targets of this domination 
facilitates an understanding of this dilemma.’ ‘ 

Borrowing the title of Cornel West’s recent work, race matters. Moreover, 
it matters in ways that are far more threatening and simultaneously less 
discernible than those to which we have grown accustomed, Race matters 
inform, more than ever, the ideological and material structures of US 
society. And, as'the current discourses on crime, welfare, and immigration 
reveal, race, gender, and class matter enormously in the continuing elabora- 
tion of public policy and its impact on the real lives of human beings. 

And how does race matter? Fear has always been an integral component 
of racism. The ideological reproduction of a fear of black people, whether 
economically or sexually grounded, is rapidly gravitating toward and being 
grounded in a fear of crime. A question to be raised in this context is 
whether and how the increasing fear of crime — this ideologically produced 
fear of crime — serves to render racism simultaneously more invisible and 
more virulent. Perhaps one way to approach an answer to this question is 
to consider how this fear of crime effectively summons black people to 
imagine black people as the enemy. How many black people present at this 
conference have successfully extricated ourselves from the ideological 
power of the figure of the young black male as criminal — or at least seriously 
confronted it? The lack of a significant black presence in the rather feeble 
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opposition to the “three strikes, you’re out” bills, which have been pro- 
posed and/or passed in forty states already, evidences the disarming effect 
of this ideology. š 

—— California is one of the states that has passed the “three strikes, you’re 
out” bill. Immediately after the passage of that bill, Governor Pete Wilson 
began to argue for a “two strikes, you’re out” bill. Three, he said, is too 
many. Soon we will hear calls for “one strike, you’re out.” Following this 
mathematical regression, we can imagine that at some point the hardcore 
anticrime advocates will be arguing that to stop the crime wave, we can’t 
wait until even one crime is committed. Their slogan will be: “Get them 
before the first strike!” And because certain populations have already been 
criminalized, there will be those who say, “We know who the real criminals 
are — let’s get them before they have a chance to act out their criminality.” 

———The fear of crime has attained a status that bears a sinister similarity to 
the fear of communism as it came to restructure social perceptions during 
the fifties and sixties. The figure of the “criminal” — the racialized figure 
of the criminal — has come to represent the most menacing enemy of 
“American society.” Virtually anything is acceptable — torture, brutality, 
vast expenditures of public funds — as long as it is done in the name of 
public safety. Racism has always found an easy route from its 
embeddedness in social structures to the psyches of collectives and indi- 
viduals precisely because it mobilizes deep fears. While explicit, old-style 
racism may be increasingly socially unacceptable — precisely as a result of 
antiracist movements over the last forty years — this does not mean that US 
society has been purged of racism. In fact, racism is more deeply embedded 
in socio-economic structures, and the vast populations of incarcerated 
people of color is dramatic evidence of the way racism systematically 
structures economic relations. At the same time, this structural racism is 
rarely recognized as “racism.” What we have come to recognize as open, 
explicit racism has in many ways begun to be replaced by a secluded, 
camouflaged kind of racism, whose influence on people’s daily lives is as 
pervasive and systematic as the explicit forms of racism associated with the 
era.of the struggle for civil rights. 

The ideological space for the proliferations of this racialized fear of crime 
has been opened by the transformations in international politics created by 
the fall of the European socialist countries. Communism is no longer the 
quintessential enemy against which the nation imagines its identity. This 
space is now inhabited by ideological constructions of crime, drugs, immi- 
gration, and welfare. Of course, the enemy within is far more dangerous 
than the enemy without, and a black enemy within is the most dangerous 
of al. 

Because of the tendency to view it as an abstract site into which all 
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manner of undesirables are deposited, the prison is the perfect site for the 
simultaneous production and concealment of racism. The abstract charac- 
ter of the public perception of prisons militates against an engagement with 
the real issues afflicting the communities from which prisoners are drawn in 
such disproportionate numbers. This is the ideological work that.the prison 
performs — it relieves us of the responsibility of seriously engaging with the 
problems of late capitalism, of transnational capitalism. The naturalization 
of black people as criminals thus also erects ideological barriers to an 
understanding of the connections between late twentieth-century structural 
racism and the globalization of capital. 

The vast expansion of the power of capitalist corporations over the lives 
of people of color and poor people in general has been accompanied by 
a waning anticapitalist consciousness. As capital moves with ease across 
national borders, legitimized by recent trade agreements such as NAFTA 
[North American Free Trade Agreement] and GATT [General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade], corporations are allowed to close shop in the United 
States and transfer manufacturing operations to nations providing cheap 
labor pools. In fleeing organized labor in the US to avoid paying higher 
wages and benefits, they leave entire communities in shambles, consigning 
huge numbers of people to joblessness, leaving them prey to the drug trade, 
destroying the economic base of these communities, thus affecting the 
education system, social welfare — and turning the people who live in those 
communities into perfect candidates for prison. At the same time, they 
create an economic demand for prisons, which stimulates the economy, 
providing jobs in the correctional industry for people who often come from 
the very populations that are criminalized by this process. It is a horrifying 
and self-reproducing cycle. í 

‘Ironically, prisons themselves are becoming a source of cheap labor that 
attracts corporate capitalism — as yet on a relatively small scale — in a way 
that parallels the attraction unorganized labor in Third World countries 
exerts. A statement by Michael Lamar Powell, a prisoner in Capshaw, 
Alabama, dramatically reveals this new development: 


I cannot go on strike, nor can I unionize. I am not covered by workers’ 
compensation of the Fair Labor Standards Act. I agree to work late-night and 
weekend shifts. I do just what I am told, no matter what it is. I am hired and 
fired at will, and I am not even paid minimum wage: I earn one dollar a 
month. I cannot even voice grievances or complaints, except at the risk of 
incurring arbitrary discipline or some covert retaliation. j 

You need not worry about NAFTA and your jobs going to Mexico and 
other Third World countries. I will have at least five percent of your jobs by 
‘the end of this decade. 

I am called prison labor. I am The New American Worker." 
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This “new American worker” will be drawn from the ranks of a racialized 
population whose historical superexploitation — from the era of slavery 
to the present — has been legitimized by racism. At the same time, the 
expansion of convict labor is accompanied in some states by the old 
paraphernalia of ankle chains that symbolically links convict labor with 


slave labor. At least three states — Alabam. j Arizona — have 
reinstituted the chain gang. Moreover, as Michael Powell so incisively 


reveals, there is a new dimension to the racism inherent in this process, 
which structurally links the superexploitation of prison labor to the 
globalization of capital. 

In California, whose prison system is the largest in the country and one 
of the largest in the world, the passage of an inmate labor initiative in 1990 
has presented businesses seeking cheap labor with opportunities uncannily 
similar to those in Third World countries. As of June 1994, a range of 
companies were employing prison labor in nine California prisons. Under 
the auspices of the Joint Venture Program, work now being performed on 
prison grounds includes computerized telephone messaging, dental appara- 
tus assembly, computer data entry, plastic parts fabrication, electronic 
component manufacturing at the Central California Women’s facility at 
Chowchilla, security glass manufacturing, swine production, oak furniture 
manufacturing, and the production of stainless steel tanks and equipment. 
In a California Corrections Department brochure designed to promote the 
program, it is described as “an innovative public-private partnership that 
makes good business sense.”™ According to the owner of Tower Commu- 
nications, whom the brochure quotes, 


The operation is cost effective, dependable and trouble free. . .. Tower Com- 
munications has successfully operated a message center utilizing inmates -on 
the grounds of a California state prison. If you’re a business leader planning 
expansion, considering relocation because of a deficient labor pool, starting a 
new enterprise, look into the benefits of using inmate labor. 


The employer benefits listed by the brochure include 


federal and state tax incentives; no benefit package (retirement pay, vacation 
pay, sick leave, medical benefits); long-term lease agreements at far below 
market value costs; discount rates on Workers Compensation; build a consis- 
tent, qualified work force; on call labor pool (no car breakdowns, no 
babysitting problems); option of hiring job-ready ex-offenders and minimiz- 
ing costs; becoming a partner in public safety. 


There is a major, yet invisible, racial supposition in such claims about 
the profitability of a convict labor force. The acceptability of the 
superexploitation of convict labor is largely based on the historical conjunc- 
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ture of racism and incarceration practices. The already disproportionately 
black convict labor force will become increasingly black if the racially 
imbalanced incarceration practices continue. 

The complicated yet unacknowledged structural presence of racism in 
the US punishment industry also includés the fact that the punishment 
industry which sequesters ever larger sectors .of the black population at- 
tracts vast amounts of capital. Ideologically, as I have argued, the racialized 
fear of crime has begun to succeed the fear of communism. This corre- 
sponds to a structural tendency for capital that previously flowed toward 
the military industry to now move toward the punishment industry. The 
ease with which suggestions are made for prison construction costing in the 
multibillions of dollars is reminiscent of the military build-up: economic 
mobilization to defeat communism has turned into economic mobilization 
to defeat crime. The ideological construction of crime is thus comple- 
mented and bolstered by the material construction of jails and prisons. The 
more jails and prisons-are constructed, the greater the fear of crime, and the 
greater the fear of crime, the stronger the cry for more jails and prisons, ad 
infinitum. The law enforcement industry bears remarkable parallels to the 
military industry (just as there are anti-communist resonances in the anti- 
crime campaign). This connection between the military industry and the 
punishment industry is revealed in a May 1994 Wall Street Journal article 
entitled “Making Crime Pay: The Cold War of the ’90s”: 


Parts of the defense establishment are cashing in, too, scenting a logical new 
line of business to help them offset military cutbacks. Westinghouse Electric 
Corp., Minnesota Mining and Manufacturing Co., GDE Systems (a division 
of the old General Dynamics) and Alliant Techsystems Inc., for instance, are 
pushing crime-fighting equipment and have created special divisions to retool 
their defense technology for America’s streets. 


According to the article, a conference sponsored by the National Insti- 
tute of Justice, the research arm of the Justice Department, was organized 
around the theme “Law Enforcement Technology in the Twenty-first 
Century.” The Secretary of Defense was a major presenter at this confer- 
ence, which explored topics like “the role of the defense industry, particu- 
larly for dual use and conversion”: 


Hot topics: defense — industry technology that could lower the level of 
violence involved in crime fighting. Sandia National Laboratories, for in- 
stance, is experimenting with a dense foam that can be sprayed at suspects, 
‘temporarily blinding and deafening them under breathable bubbles. Stinger 
Corporation is working on “smart guns,” which will fire only for the owner, 
and retractable spiked barrier strips to unfurl in front of fleeing vehicles. 
Westinghouse is promoting the “smart car,” injwhich minicomputers could 
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be linked up with big mainframes at the police department, allowing | for 
speedy booking of prisoners, as well as quick exchanges of information.’” 


Again, race provides a silent justification for the technological expansion 
of law enforcement, which, in turn, intensifies racist arrest and incarcera- 
tion practices. This skyrocketing punishment industry, whose growth is 
silently but powerfully sustained by the persistence of racism, creates an 
economic demand for more jails and prisons and thus for similarly spiraling 
criminalization practices, which, in turn, fuels the fear of crime. 

Most debates addressing the crisis resulting from overcrowding in pris- 
ons and jails focus on male institutions. Meanwhile, women’s institutions 


and jail space for women are proporti ely proliferating at an even more 


astounding rate than men’s. If race is largely.an_ absent factor_in the 
discussions about crime and punishment, gender seems not even to merit a. 
place carved out by its absence, Historically, the imprisonment of women 


has served to criminalize women in a way that is more complicated than 
is the case with men. This female criminalization process has had more to 
do with the marking of certain groups of women: as undomesticated 
and hypersexual, as women who refuse to embrace the nuclear family as 
paradigm. The current liberal—conservative discourse around welfare 
criminalizes black single mothers, who are represented as deficient, man- 
less, drug-using breeders of children, and as reproducers of an attendant 
culture of poverty. The woman who does drugs is criminalized both be- 
cause she is a drug user and because, as a consequence, she cannot be a 
good mother. In some states, pregnant women are being imprisoned for 
using crack because of possible damage to the fetus. 


According to the US Department of omen are far more likel 
than men to be impri for a iction,!? However, if women 


wish to receive treatment for their drug problems, often their only option, 
if they cannot pay for a drug program, is to be arrested and sentenced to 
a drug program via the criminal justice system. Yet when US Surgeon 
General Joycelyn Elders alluded to the importance of opening discussion on 
the decriminalization of drugs, the Clinton administration immediately 
disassociated itself from her remarks. Decriminalization of drugs would 
greatly reduce the numbers of incarcerated women, for the 278 percent 
increase in the numbers of black women in state and federal prisons (as 
compared with the 186 percent increase in the numbers of black men) can 
be largely attributed to the phenomenal rise in drug-related and specifically 
crack-related imprisonment. According to the Sentencing Project’s 1995 
report, the increase amounted to 828 percent.” 


————~ Official refusals to even consider decriminialization of drugs as a possible 


strategy that might begin to reverse present incarceration practices further 
bolsters the ideological staying power of the prison. In his well-known study 
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of the history of the prison and its related technologies of discipline, Michel 
Foucault pointed out that an evolving contradiction is at the very heart of 
the historical project of imprisonment. 


For a century and a half, the prison has always been offered as its own 
remedy: ...the realization of the corrective project as the only method of 
overcoming the impossibility of implementing it.” 


As I have attempted to argue, within the US historical context, racism 
plays 4 pivotal role in sustaining this contradiction. In fact, Foucault’s 
theory regarding the prison’s tendency to serve as its own enduring justifi- 
cation becomes even more compelling if the role of race is also acknowl- 
edged. Moreover, moving beyond the parameters of what I consider the 
double impasse implied by his theory — the discursive impasse his theory 
discovers and that of the theory itself — I want to conclude by suggesting the 
possibility of radical. race-conscious strategies designed to disrupt the 
stranglehold of criminalization and incarceration practices. 

In the course of a recent collaborative research project with UC Santa 
Barbara sociologist Kum-Kum Bhavnani, in which we interviewed thirty- 
five women at the San Francisco County. Jail, the complex ways.in.which, 
race and-gender help to produce a punishment.industry.that reproduces the 
very problems it purports to solve. became dramatically apparent, Our 
interviews focused on the women *s ideas ; about imprisonme. ent and.how.they. 
the : ne-alt nearceration, Their various critiques of 
the ee system and of she nee “alternatives,” all of which are tied to 
reimprisonment as a last resort, led us to reflect more deeply about the 
importance of retrieving, retheorizing, and reactivating the radical aboli- 
tionist strategy first proposed in connection with the prison reform move- 


ments of the sixties and seventies. solu Hons 
aE 


We are presently attempting to theorize women’s imprisonment in ways 
that allow us to formulate a radical abolitionist strategy departing from, but 
not restricted in its conclusions to, women’ s jails‘and Prisons Qur souls is to 


and ageno of variety of mprisoned women. We wishin open un chase 


ceration, while not denying our own role as mediators and interpreters afd 
our own political positioning in these debates. We also want to distinguish 
our explorations of alternatives from the spate of “alternative punishments” 
or what are now called “intermediate sanctions” presently being proposed 
and/or implemented by and through state and local correctional systems. 
This is a long-range project that has three dimensions: academic re- 
search, public policy, and community organizing. In other words, for this 
project to be successful, it must build bridges between academic work, 


= & 
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legislative and other policy interventions, and grassroots campaigns calling, 
for example, for the decriminalization of drugs and prostitution — and for 
the reversal of the present proliferation of jails and prisons. 

Raising the possibility of abolishing jails and prisons as the institutional- 
ized and normalized means of addressing social problems in an era of 
migrating corporations, unemployment and homelessness, and collapsing 
public services, from health care to education, can hopefully help to inter- 
rupt the current law-and-order discourse that has such a grip on the 
collective imagination, facilitated as it is by deep and hidden influences of 
racism. This late twentieth-century “abolitionism,” with its nineteenth- 
century resonances, may also lead to a historical recontextualization of the 
practice of.imprisonment. With the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, 
slavery was abolished for all except convicts — and in a sense the exclusion 
from citizenship accomplished by the slave system has persisted within the 
US prison system. Only three states allow prisoners to vote, and approxi- 
mately 4 million people are denied the right to vote because of their present 
or past incarceration. A radical strategy to. abolish jails and prisons as the 
normal way of dealing with the social problems of late capitalism is not a 
strategy for abstract abolition. It is designed to force a rethinking of the 
increasingly repressive role of the state during this era of late capitalism and 
to carve out a space for resistance. 


NOTES 


— 


See corerage by the Austin-American Statesman, October 17, 1995. 

2 Quoted in Charles S. Clark, “Prison Overcrowding,” Congressional Quarterly 
Researcher, 4, no. 5 (February 4, 1994), 97-119. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Marc Mauer, Young Black Men and the Criminal Justice System: A Growing 
National Problem (Washington, DC: The Sentencing Project, February 1990). 

5 Reported in an Alexander Cockburn article, Philadelphia Inquirer, August 29, 
1994. 

«6 Marc Mauer and Tracy Huling, Young Black Americans and the Criminal Justice 
System: Five Years Later (Washington, DC: The Sentencing Project, Octobér 
1995). 

7 Ibid., 18. 

8 See Cockburn, Philadelphia Inquirer, August 29, 1994. 

9 See Wahneema Lubiano, “Black Ladies, Welfare Queens, and State Minstrels: 
Ideological War by Narrative Means,” in Race-ing Justice, En-gendering Power: 
Essays on Anita Hill, Clarence Thomas, and the Construction of Social Reality, ed, 
Toni Morrison (New York: Pantheon, 1992). 

10 Michael Powell, “Modern Slavery American Style,” 1995, unpublished essay 

(author’s papers). 


11 


12 


13 


14 


15 


Race and Criminalization 73 


I wish to acknowledge Julie Brown, who acquired this brochure from the 
California Department of Correction in the course of researching the role of 
convict labor. 

“Making Crime Pay: The Cold War of the 90s,” Wall Street Journal, May 12, 
1994. 

Lawrence Rence, A. Greenfield, Stephanie Minor-Harper, Women in Prison 
(Washington DC: US Dept. of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of 
Statistics, 1991). . 

Mauer and Huling, Young Black Americans and the Criminal Fustice System: Five 
Years Later, 19. ; 

Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan 
Sheridan (New York: Vintage, 1979), 395. 


5 


From the Prison of Slavery 
to the Slavery of Prison: 
Frederick Douglass and the 
Convict Lease System 


“Slavery in the United States,” wrote Frederick Douglass in 1846, “is the 
granting of that power by which one man exercises and enforces a right of 
property in the body and soul of another.” Throughout his career as an 
abolitionist, his writings and speeches probed the contradictions of the legal 
definition of the slave as “a piece of property — a marketable commodity.” 
He used this definition of the slave as property, for example, as the basis for 
his analysis of theft by slaves as an everyday practice of resistance to slavery. 
The slave “can own nothing, possess nothing, acquire nothing, but what 
must belong to another. To eat the fruit of his own toil, to clothe his person 
with the work of his own hands, is considered stealing.”” Because the slave 
“was born into a society organized to defraud him of the results of his 
labor . . . he naturally enough thought it no robbery to obtain by stealth — 
the only way open to him — a part of what was forced from him under the 
hard conditions of the lash.” When Douglass himself escaped from slavery, 
he also stole property which belonged, in the eyes of the law, to his master. 
As a fugitive slave, both state and federal law cougmucte’ him as a criminal 
— a thief who absconded with his own body. 

Throughout his life, Douglass periodically referred to the criminalization 
of the black population as a by-product of slavery. In 1877 President 


Rutherford Hayes appointed him US Marshall in the District of Columbia ` 


(over much criticism by both blacks and whites), which he said brought him 
into direct contact with black individuals stigmatized as criminals.* While 
he invariably contested the prevailing presumption of ex-slaves’ natural 
proclivities toward crime, he nevertheless agreed that “they furnish a larger 
proportion of petty thieves than any other class,” attributing this “thieving 
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propensity” to holdovers from slavery. A central component in Douglass’s 
philosophy of history was the assumption that over time, as the black 
population became increasingly removed from the era of slavery, these 
criminal propensities would recede accordingly. 


It is sad to think of the multitude who only dropped out of slavery to drop into 
prisons and chain-gangs, for the crimes for which they are punished seldom 
rise higher than the stealing of a pig or a pair of shoes; but it is consoling to 
think that the fact is not due to liberty, but to slavery, and that the evil will 
disappear as these people recede from the system in which they were born.° 


More than a century after Douglass expressed his confidence that over time 
the black population would be transformed by material progress and spiri- 
tual enlightenment and would thus cease to be treated as a criminalized 
class, blackness is ideologically linked to criminality in ways that are more 
complicated and pernicious than Douglass ever could have imagined. The 
overwhelming numbers and percentages of imprisoned black men and 
women tend to define the black population as one that is subject a priori to 
incarceration and surveillance. In 1997, 1.8 million people were in the 
country’s jails and prisons, approximately half of whom were black. Almost 
one-third of all young black males are either incarcerated or directly under 
criminal justice surveillance.’ Although women constitute a statistically 
small percentage of the overall prison population (7.4 percent), ‘the rate of 
increase in n incarceration of black women surpasses that of their male 
counterparts. Whereas the prison system established its authority as a 
major institution of discipline and control for black communities during the 
last two decades of the nineteenth century, at the close of the twentieth 
century, carceral regulation of black communities has reached crisis 
proportions. 

Considering the central role race has played in the emergence of a 
contemporary prison industrial complex and the attendant expansion of 
incarcerated populations, an exąmination of Douglass’s historical views 
on the criminalization of black communities and the racialization of crime 
may yield important insights. In this paper, I am especially interested in 
Douglass’s silence regarding the post-Civil'War southern system of convict 
lease, which transferred symbolically significant numbers of black people 
from the prison of slavery to the slavery of prison. Through this transfer- 
ence, ideological and institutional carryovers from slavery began to fortify 
the equation of blackness and criminality in US society. 

When the Thirteenth Amendment was passed in 1865, thus legally 
abolishing the slave economy, it also contained a provision that was univer- 
sally celebrated as a declaration of the unconstitutionality of peonage. 
“Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime, 
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whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the 
United States, or anyplace subject to their jurisdiction” (emphasis added). 
That exception would render penal servitude constitutional — 65 to 
the.present day. That black human beings might continue to be enslaved 
under the auspices of southern systems of justice (and that this might set a 
precedent for imprisonment outside the South) seems not to have occurred 
to Douglass and other abolitionist leaders. It certainly is understandable 
that this loophole might be overlooked amid the general jubilation with 
which emancipation initially was greeted. However, the southern states’ 
rapid passage of Black Codes--which criminalized such behavior as 
vagrancy, breech of job contracts, absence from work, the possession of 
firearms, and insulting gestures or acts’ — should have stimulated critical 
reconsideration of the dangerous potential of the amendment’s loophole. 
Replacing the Slave Codes of: the previous era, the Black Codes simulta- 
neously acknowledged and nullified black people’s new juridical status as 
US citizens. The racialization of specific crimes meant that, according to 
state law, there were crimes for which only black people could be “duly 
convicted.” The Mississippi Black Codes, for example, which were adopted 
soon after the close of the Civil War, declared vagrant “anyone/who was 
guilty of theft, had run away [from a job, apparently], was drunk, was 
wanton in conduct or speech, had neglected job or family, handled money 
carelessly, and... all other idle and disorderly persons.” Thus vagrancy 
was coded as a black crime, one punishable by incarceration and forced 
labor. 

Considering the importance Douglass accorded the institution of slavery 
as an explanatory factor in relation to the vast numbers of “free” black 
people who were identified as criminal, it is surprising that he did not 
directly criticize the expansion of the convict lease system and the related 
system of peonage. As the premier black public intellectual of his time, he 
seems to have established a pattern of relative silence vis-a-vis convict 
leasing, peonage, and the penitentiary system, all of which clearly were 
institutional descendants of slavery. Douglass’s most explicit denunciation 
of peonage did not occur until 1888, after a trip he made to South Carolina 
during which, according to Phillip Foner, he “realized how little he had 
known about the true conditions of his people in the South.””’ In a speech 
on the occasion of the twenty-sixth anniversary of Emancipation in the 
District of Columbia, Douglass said that the landlord and tenant laws in the 
South sounded like “the grating hinges of a slave prison” and kept black 
people “firmly bound in a strong, remorseless, and deadly grasp, a grasp 
from which only death can free [them].”’” However, by the time he made 
this observation, tenant farming, peonage, and convict leasing had been in 
place for over two decades in some states. The Hayes—Tilden Compromise 
of 1877 led to the expansion and strengthening of these systems throughout 
the South. Precisely at the time Frederick Douglass’s voice was most 
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needed to trouble the rise of this new form of slavery — experienced directly 
by thousands of black people and symbolically by millions — his political 
loyalties to the Republican Party and his absolute faith in principles of 
Enlightenment seemed to blind him to the role.the federal government was 
playing in the development of convict leasing and peonage. In fact, just as 
President Rutherford Hayes decided to withdraw federal troops from the 
South, he also decided to appoint Frederick Douglass as US Marshall of the 
District of Columbia. 

According to Milfred Fierce, who has authored one of the few extended 


studies of the convict lease system within the field of African-American ' 


Studies, little is known about Douglass’s views on convict leasing or those 
of other black leaders of his era.” Later, Booker T. Washington did occa- 
sionally speak out against convict leasing, and he integrated into his own 
project of industrial education some efforts to assist individuals caught up 
in the system of debt peonage. But he never developed an explicit strategy 
to abolish convict leasing. W. E. B. Du Bois published an essay in 1901 
entitled “The Spawn of Slavery: The Convict Lease System of the South” 
in a now obscure missionary periodical, and while it proposed a radical 
analysis, it seems that it was not widely read or discussed.'* Du Bois argued 
not only that crime was a “symptom of wrong social conditions,” but that 
the entrenchment of convict leasing “linked crime and slavery indissolubly 
in [black people’s] minds.””? In 1907, Mary Church Terrell published an 
essay in The Nineteenth Century entitled “Peonage in the United States: The 
Convict Lease System and the Chain Gangs.”?° ` 

Fierce explains the relative silence on the part of leaders like Frederick 
Douglass in part as a result of their limited knowledge -of the atrocities 
connected with this system. However, it is difficult to belieye that Douglass 
was unaware of the development of the lease system in the aftermath of 
Emancipation or of its expansion at the close of Radical Reconstruction. 
While his speeches and writings suggest that he did not consider this an 
issue important enough to deserve a place on his agenda for black libera- 
tion, recurring references to presumptions of black criminality and evoca- 


tions, albeit abstract, of chain gangs persuade me that Douglass must have 


been aware of the atrocities committed in the name-of justice. I therefore 
tend to think that Fierce is more accurate when he contends that 


in addition, black leaders fell victim to the notion that “criminals” were 
getting what they deserved and, despite the cruelty of convict leasing, a 
crusade on behalf of prisoners was not seen as more important than fighting 
the lynching bee, opposing voting restrictions, or protesting the acts of racial 
bigotry that abounded. Those who accepted this analysis failed to fully 
appreciate how many of the convicts were kidnapped, held beyond their 
sentences, or actually innocent of the crimes for which they were incarcer- 
ated, the total number of which will never be known.!” 
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They also failed to recognize that black boys and girls were not exempt from 
the convict labor system. David Oshinsky, author of Worse Than Slavery, 
refers to a pardon petition for a six-year-old girl named Mary Gay, who was 
sentenced to thirty days “plus court costs” on charges of stealing a hat. 


The general impact of the convict leasing system was even more far- 
reaching than the horrors it brought to individual black lives. According to 


Oshinsky: 


From its beginnings in Mississippi in the late 1860s until its abolition in 
Alabama in the late 1920s, convict leasing would serve to undermine legal 
equality, harden racial stereotypes, spur industrial development, intimidate 
free workers, and breed open contempt for the law. It would turn a few men 
into millionaires and crush thousands of ordinary lives.”” 


By the time the National Committee on Prison Labor convened in 19ll,a 
number of southern states had already abolished convict labor and the 
abolitionist campaign had been rendered legitimate by the rising influence 
of the penal reform movement. The General Secretary of the National 
Committee on Prison Labor entitled his book on the Committee’ findings 
Penal Servitude and introduced it with the following observation: 


The State has a property right in the labor of the prisoner. ‘The 13th Amend- 
ment of the Constitution of the United States provides that neither slavery 
nor involuntary servitude shall exist, yet by inference allows its continuance as 
punishment for crime, after due process of law. This property right the state 
may lease or retain for its own use, the manner being set forth in state 


: : : 20 
constitutions and acts of legislature. 


Although the loophole in the Thirteenth Amendment was apparently 
missed by most at the time of its passage, in retrospect it is S see How 
the very limitation of “slavery” and “involuntary servitude” to “criminals 
could facilitate the further criminalization of former slaves. 

Throughout his post-War writings and speeches Frederick Douglass 
argued that vast numbers of black people discovered that crimes were 
imputed to them which carried no prison sentence for whites. Had he 
decided to examine this attribution of criminality to black people more 
thoroughly, he might have discovered a link between the leasing system and 
other institutions for the control of black labor. The Thirteenth Amend- 
ment putatively freed black labor from the total control to which it was 
subject during slavery. In actuality, new forms of quasi-total control devel- 
oped — sharecropping, tenant farming, the scrip system and the most 
dramatic evidence of the persistence of slavery, the convict lease system. 
Although Alabama and Louisiana had begun to use the lease system before 
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the Civil War, it was only with the emancipation of the slaves that they and 


the other southern states began to use convict leasing on a relatively large _ 


scale. During the post-Civil War period, the percentages of black convicts 
in relation to white was often higher. than 90 percent. In Alabama, the 
prison population tripled between 1874 and 1877 — and the increase 
consisted almost entirely of blacks.”! 

Radical Reconstruction did not abruptly end with the withdrawal of 
federal troops in 1877. However, as the first black recipient of a federal 
appointment that required senate confirmation, Douglass failed to use his 
position to forcefully challenge the Republican Party’s complicity with 
the repressive process of re-establishing control over southern black labor. 
“It was clear by inauguration day,” Phillip Foner contends, “that Hayes’ 
agreement to remove the last remaining federal troops from the South had 
rendered meaningless his pledge to uphold the rights of the colored people. 
At this crucial moment Douglass voiced no opposition to Hayes’ policy.” 
Instead, Douglass continued to define freedom as access to political rights, 
thus prioritizing political progress over economic freedom. His argument 
that “slavery is not abolished until the black man has the ballot”? was 
transformed into intransigent — although not always uncritical — support for 
the Republican Party, which was combined with an Enlightenment philoso- 
phy of history that emphasized inevitable future progress for the former 
slaves. Throughout his campaign for the Fifteenth Amendment and for the 
legislation necessary to enforce it, Douglass represented the ballot as the 
engine of progress for African Americans — even if these political rights were 
explicitly gendered as male and proscribed by the criminalization process to 
which all black people were vulnerable. However, after the fall of Radical 
Reconstruction and the solidification of the move toward disfranchisement, 
Douglass developed other arguments which revealed the Hegelian charac- 
ter of his unswerving belief in Enlightenment and historical progress. 

In an 1879 paper opposing the Exoduster movement, Douglass con- 
tended that black people were the only hope for progress in the South. He 
argued that “whatever prosperity, beauty, and civilization are now pos- 
sessed by the South” could be attributed to the labor of black slaves. This 
dependence of the South on black people was no less the case in the 
aftermath of slavery. “[The Negro] is the arbiter of her destiny.” 


The Exodus has revealed to southern men the humiliating fact that the 
prosperity and civilization of the South are at the mercy of the despised and 
hated Negro. That it is for him, more than for any other, to say what shall be 
the future of the late Confederate States; that within their ample borders, he 
alone can stand between the contending powers of savage and civilized life; 


that the giving or withholding of his labor will bless or blast their beautiful 
country.” 
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That Douglass could represent black workers as already having achieved 
the status accorded white workers — that is they were free to sell or withhold 
their labor to southern employers — revealed his astounding failure to 
engage with the actual position of black labor in the South. 


The Negro . . . has labor; the South wants it, and must have it or perish. Since 
he is free he can now give it, or withhold it; use it where he is, or take it 
elsewhere, as he pleases. His labor made him a slave, and his labor can, if he 
will, make him free, comfortable and independent. It is more to him than 
either fire, sword, ballot-boxes, or bayonet. It touches the heart of the South 
through its pocket.” 


Ironically, Douglass’s argument here foreshadows in starkly literal terms 
Booker T. Washington’s admonition to “cast down your bucket where you 
are.” If black labor was free at all, it was only in the formal sense that the 
economic system of. slavery had been declared unconstitutional. Tenant 
farming, sharecropping, peonage, the practice of paying wages in scrip — 
and, for a vastly disproportionate number of black people, convict labor — 
militated against any assertion of economic freedom on the part of the 
masses of former slaves. Although a relatively small number of people were 
directly affected by the convict labor system, its symbolic importance 
resided in its demonstration to all black workers that incarceration and 
penal servitude were their possible fate. Convict leasing was a totalitarian 
effort to control black labor in the post-Emancipation era and it served as 
a symbolic reminder to black people that slavery had not been fully 
disestablished.2” That black women could be housed, worked and physi- 
cally and sexually abused by inmates and guards in camps that were largely 
male constituted a message that there was a fate’ even worse than slavery 
awaiting them. D. E. Tobias, one of the few black intellectuals at the turn 
of the century to prioritize the campaign against convict leasing, referred to 
the “immorality” abounding in the convict camps because of the co- 
correctional housing policies and because women were whipped nude in 
the presence of male convicts.” As long as it was possible to arrest and 
imprison black people (not only on serious charges, but also on petty 
charges that would never land a white person in jail) and lease out their 
labor under oppressive conditions that often surpassed those of slavery, 
black labor could not be said to be free. 

In Black Reconstruction, W. E. B. Du Bois would later argue that because 
there was no historical precedent for a black presence in southern prisons 
and because white convicts were released during the war to join the 
Confederate armies, the role of southern penitentiary. systems was 
reconceptualized after the outbreak of the Civil War. “The whole criminal 
system,” wrote Du Bois, “came to be used as a method of keeping Negroes 
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at work and intimidating them. Consequently there began to be a demand 
for jails and penitentiaries beyond the natural demand due to the rise of 
crime.””’ After the initiation of the convict lease system, one black member 
of the legislature presented a bill for the abolition of the penitentiary 
system.” 

Douglass’s argument against the Exoduster movement was thus based 
on a highly abstract construction of “free labor” that bore no relationship 
to black economic realities in the South and, in this context, served as a 
surrogate for the failed notion that the ballot promised full freedom and 
equality for the former slaves. However, to do Douglass’s argument justice, 
it should be pointed out that he did not deploy it against emigration per se, 
but rather he focused his opposition on the organized Exoduster movement 
and its demands for federal financing. In light of the horrendous situation 
in the South, he suggested that “voluntary, spontaneous, self-sustained 
emigration on the part of the freedmen may or may not be commendable. 
It is a matter with which they alone have to do.””! As long as emigration 
remained a private and individual matter, Douglass had no objections. 
However, when it was raised publicly and politically as a strategy for 
liberation, he strongly opposed it. 

In summarizing the arguments in favor of emigration, he refers to Senate 
testimony by the emigrants themselves. He points to their contention “that 
for a crime for which a white man goes free, a black man is severely 
punished” and “that the law is the refuge of crime rather than of innocence; 
that even the old slave driver’s whip has reappeared, and the inhuman and 
disgusting spectacle of the chain-gang is beginning to be seen.”*” Douglass 
did not contest the truth of this testimony — in fact, he had relied and would 
continue to rely on the fact that the criminal justice system had become a 
sanctuary for racism of the cruelest sort — but -he nonetheless chose to 
respond to it by maintaining that black labor was “free” and held a far 
greater promise than emigration. 

But even though the violent racism that was at the core of restructured 
criminal justice systems in the South did not, in Douglass’s opinion, furnish 
compelling arguments for a political strategy of exodus from the South, his 
speeches and writings for the rest of his life powerfully evoked ways in 
which crime was racialized and race criminalized. In an essay for North 
American Review in 1881, challenging essentialist constructions of race 
prejudice, he wrote that “the colored man is the Jean Valjean of American 
society. He has escaped from the galleys, and hence all presumptions are 
against him.”*’ Although Douglass’s contentions that the social conditions 
of slavery and the persistence of racism during the post-slavery era were 
entirely responsible for the criminalization of black people led him to 
challenge these presumptions of criminality, they also steered him toward 
an analytical impasse. If slavery produced criminals, then black people had 
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to be acknowledged as criminals. On the other hand, he argued against the 
imputation of guilt where none was present. 


If a crime is committed, and the criminal is not positively known, a 
suspicious-looking colored man is sure to have been seen in the neighbor- 
hood. If an unarmed colored man is shot down and dies in his tracks, a jury, 
under the influence of this spirit, does not hesitate to find the murdered man 
the real criminal, and the murderer innocent.” 


As indicated above, Douglass often alluded to the fact that black people 
were punished for minor offenses as if they were hardened criminals, that 
“the crimes for which they are punished seldom rise higher than the stealing 
of a pig or a pair of shoes.” In fact, the Mississippi Legislature passed its 
notorious “Pig Law” in 1876, classifying the theft of any cattle or swine as 
grand larceny and carrying up to five years in the penitentiary. This law was 
in part responsible for a vast increase in the penitentiary population in that 
state.” In 1875, the Democratic legislature in Arkansas passed a similar law 
classifying the theft of property worth two dollars.as a felony punishable by 
one to five years.” Several weeks after the Mississippi Pig Law was passed, 
the legislature legalized the leasing of convict labor to private companies. 
Prisoners, according to this act, would be permitted to: “work outside the 
penitentiary in building railroads, levees or in any private labor or employ- 
ment.”?” As David Oshinsky observes, “throughout the South, thousands of 
ex-slaves were being arrested, tried, and convicted for acts that in the past 
had been dealt with by the master alone. . . . An offense against [the master] 
had become an offense against the state.”** In 1875 Governor John Brown 
of Tennessee expressed his opinion that to imprison a black man who had 
stolen a pig with a white murderer was a gross injustice — to the white man.” 

Because black people were more likely to be imprisoned for minor 
offenses than white people, in states like Florida, large numbers of black 
people convicted on charges of stealing were incarcerated alongside white 
men who had often committed appalling crimes. The author of an account 
on forced labor in the Florida turpentine camps pointed out that it was 
possible to send a negro to prison on almost any pretext but difficult to get 
a white there, unless he committed a very heinous crime.”* 

Douglass was certainly conscious of the degree'to which crime itself was 
racialized, of the South’s tendency to “impute crime to color.”*' With his 
usual eloquence, he said that “justice is often painted with bandaged 
eyes... but a mask of iron, however thick, could never blind American 
justice, when a black man happens to be on trial.” Not only was guilt 
assigned to black communities, regardless of the race of the perpetrator of 
a crime; white men, Douglass claimed, sometimes sought to escape punish- 
ment by disguising themselves as black. 
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In certain parts of our country, when any white man wishes to commit a 
heinous offence, he wisely resorts to burnt cork and blackens his face and goes 
forth under the similitude of a Negro. When the deed is done, a little soap and 
water destroys his identity, and he goes unwhipt of justice. Some Negro is at 
once suspected and brought before the victim of wrong for identification, and 
there is never much trouble here, for as in the eyes of many white people, all 
Negroes look alike, and as the man arrested and who sits in the dock in irons 
is black, he is undoubtedly the criminal.” 


Douglass made these comments during an 1883 speech in celebration of 
the twenty-first anniversary of Emancipation in the District of Columbia. 
Three years later on the same occasion, he referred to his previous remarks 
and produced a recent example of a white man in Tennessee who had been 
killed while committing a crime in blackface: 


Only a few days ago a Mr J. H. Justice, an eminent citizen of Granger county, 
Tennessee, attempted under this disguise to.commit a cunningly devised 
robbery and have his offense fixed upon a Negro. All worked well till a bullet 
brought him to the ground and a little soap and water was applied to his face, 
when he was found to be no Negro at all, but a very respectable white 
citizen.“ 


Cheryl Harris argues that a property interest in whiteness emerged from 
the conditions of slavery and that “owning white identity as property 
affirmed the self-identity and liberty of whites and, conversely, dented the 
self-identity of blacks.” Douglass’s comments indicate how this property 
interest in whiteness was easily reversed in schemes to deny black people 
their rights to due process. Interestingly, cases similar to the ones Douglass 
discussed have emerged during the 1990s — the case .of Charles Stuart, 
who killed his wife in Boston and attempted to place the blame on an 
anonymous black murderer, and Susan Smith who killed her children in 
Union, South Carolina, and claimed they had been abducted by a black 
carjacker. 

The last period of Frederick Douglass’s life coincided with the consoli- 
dation of Jim Crow segregation in the South. Within the penitentiaries and 
convict labor camps, the criminality imputed to blackness gave rise to 
ideologies of separation that, in comparison to those of the “free” world, 
were magnified and exaggerated. In the “free” world, school systems, 
transportation systems, hospitals and neighborhoods were being subjected 
to strict laws of segregation. In some states there was the practice of 
incarcerating white convicts in penitentiaries and sending black convicts 
to labor camps.*° While the prisons and labor camps were establishing lines 
of racial demarcation, black convicts who were incarcerated on charges of 
petty larceny were often treated as a danger to white convicts, even those in 
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prison for murder. During the 1880s meetings of the National Prison 
Association (NPA) were replete with racist defenses of convict leasing, 
including arguments that the camps were a notch above black people’s 
living conditions in freedom and that prison simply denied them “liberty, 
liquor and lust.” White convicts, on the other hand, endured a much more 
trying ordeal, largely because they were compelled to live among black 
people.” It was claimed that the law “lays on the Caucasian a dreadful grief, 
which the African does not feel. . . . The fact remains, and will remain, that 
there is a psychological repulsion between races, horrible to one but not the 
other.”** Southerners speaking before the NPA meetings called up such 
exaggerated comparisons as that between incarcerated whites with blacks 
and “the ‘ancient torture’ of tying up murderers with ‘decaying corpses,’ 
resulting in death to the living murderer.” 


In light of Frederick Douglass’s reticence regarding penal servitude, an 
analysis of his response to the prevailing discourses on race — which ren- 
dered criminality-an obligatory ideological companion of blackness — might 
yield insights into the relative silence regarding penal servitude in_black 
' intellectual circles today. Douglass was quite outspoken on the issue of 
lynching and, in his many speeches and essays devoted to this subject, he 
was certainly required to address the criminalizing ideology of racism. But 
why speak out against lynching and remain silent on leasing? Lynching was 
outside the pale of the law. It could be opposed on the basis of its un- 
lawfulness, of its seemingly chaotic and aberrant quality. The issue, as 
Douglass formulated it, was not so much the guilt or innocence of lynch 
victims, but rather that they were divested of their right to confront their 


accusers in an arena structured by law. To take on convict leasing would, 


have required Douglass to relinquish some of his major Enlightenment 
principles — and his vision of black liberation was too solidly anchored in the 
promise of legislated justice to permit him to ponder the possibility of the 
profound complicity of legal institutions in the continuation of this micro- 
cosmic slave system. 

Consider this description of lynching from his well-known essay, “Why 
is the Negro Lynched?”: 


It [mob-law] laughs at legal processes, courts and juries, and its red-handed 
murderers range abroad unchecked and unchallenged by law or by public 
opinion. If the mob is in pursuit of Negroes who happen to be accused of 
crime, innocent or guilty, prison walls and iron bars afford no protection. 
Jail doors are battered down in the presence of unresisting jailors, and 
the accused, awaiting trial in the courts of law, are dragged out and hanged, 
shot, stabbed or burned to death; as the blind and irresponsible mob may 
elect.” 
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What Douglass fails to / hat Douglass fails to recognize is that the very iron bars s that he looked to 
for security were as n security were as much a _weapon_of terror as the mob itself. | Tn a 
„perverse way,” according to Oshinsky, “emancipation had made the black 
population more vulnerable than before. It now faced threats from two 
directions: white mobs and white courts. Like the Ku Klux Klan, the 
criminal justice system would become a dragnet for the Negro.””! 

Perhaps Douglass’s confidence in the law blinded him to ways in which 
black people were constructed, precisely through law, as-only fit for slavery. 
This was the symbolic meaning of the convict lease system. By 1911, the 
National Prison Association openly acknowledged the links between the 
prison system and slavery: 


The status of the convict is that of one in penal servitude — the last surviving 
vestige of the old slave system. With its sanction in the common law, its 
regulation in the acts of legislatures, and its implied recognition in the 
Constitution of the United States, it continues unchallenged and without 
question, as a basic institution, supposedly necessary to the continued stabil- 
ity of our social structure.” 


When Douglass wrote in 1894 about “the determination of slavery to 
perpetuate itself, if not under one form, then under another,””* he referred 
to the landlord tenant system as well as the practice of paying black laborers 
with store orders (instead of with money) as ways of perpetuating slavery. 
“The landowners of the South want the labor of the Negro on the hardest 
terms possible. They once had it for nothing. They now want it for next to 
nothing.” Interestingly, he suggests that landowners employ three strate- 
gies, yet he only mentions two (tenant farming and payment in scrip). 
Perhaps he originally meant to include convict leasing and/or peonage, but, 
on second thought, decided to remove references to these systems because 
they involved direct intervention or implicit sanction by the state. 

Convict leasing and the accompanying laws permitting the criminal 
prosecution of people who did not fulfill their job contract were even more 
closely linked to slavery than the systems explicitly mentioned by Douglass. 
At the same time, all these legal and economic systems — leasing, peonage, 
tenant farming, sharecropping, and payment in scrip — mutually informed 
each other, all overdetermined by slavery in their techniques of controlling 
black labor. With respect to the fact that most people subject to these 
systems were black, Milfred Fierce points out that “for them, the distinc- 
tion between antebellum de jure slavery and postbellum de facto slavery 
was close to being much ado about nothing:””” 


Southern blacks were trapped in [a] penal quagmire in excessive numbers and 
percentages of the total prison population of each southern state. For the 
victims, many of whom were ex-slaves, this predicament represented nothing 
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short of a revisit to slavery. Those blacks who were former slaves, and became 
victims of the convict lease system — especially those convicted and incarcey- 
ated on trumped up charges, or otherwise innocent of crimes for which they 
were imprisoned — must have imaginéd themselves in a time warp.” 


Fierce argues — as indicated by the title of his study, Slavery Revisited — that 
the lease system established conditions that were tantamount to slavery, 
permitting plantation owners and industrialists to rent crews of mostly 
black convicts, using the same methods of coercion to guarantee their labor 
that had been practiced during slavery. 

While Douglass may not have addressed the convict lease system be- 
cause of its legal status and its affiliation with the criminal justice system, 
had he examined this system more closely, he might have discovered that 
the authority of the state was not directly exercised through the lease 
system. Rather the state served to mediate the privatization of convict labor. 
Alabama had. already set a precedent for the privatization of convict labor 
before the abolition of slavery, which further affirms the historical link 
between slavery and leasing. The first penitentiary was constructed in 
Alabama in 1840 and by 1845 it was so much in debt that the entire prison 
was leased for a period of six years to a J. G. Graham. Graham simply 
became warden and took the profits from the convicts’ labor.” 

When all the southern states established the system of convict leasing, it 
made overwhelmingly black convict labor forces available to planters and 
capitalists under conditions modeled along the lines of slavery, conditions 
that, in many ways, proved worse than the slave system. Matthew Mancini, 
author of One Dies, Get Another, proposes an analysis of the lease system 
that complicates the obvious connection with slavery. He persuasively 
argues that given the indisputable similarities and continuities, it is the 
differences and discontinuities that provide the most interesting perspective 
on convict leasing. He points out that the rate of economic exploitation — 
defined in Marxian terms as the value of unpaid labor (and thus also the 
rate of profit) — was actually greater with the lease system than with slavery. 
Slaveholders were not only responsible for the maintenance of the laboring 
subjects, but were expected to guarantee the maintenance of the entire slave 
community — including children and elders who were not able to work.”® 
Lessees, on the other hand, were only responsible for individual convicts, 
each of which represented a labor unit. Moreover, lessees. purchased the 
labor of entire crews of convicts, not of individuals. According to Mancini: 


The individual convict as such did not represent a significant investment, and 
his death or release, therefore, not a loss. When considered as-a source of 
labor, then, slaves received a “wage” best thought of as aggregated, convicts 
one that was individual; as a form of capital, by contrast, slaves were individu- 
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ally significant, convicts collectively so. This does turn out to be a relevant 
distinction rather than a metaphysical exercise, for the consequence was an 
economic incentive to abuse prisoners. These two economic factors — the 
subsistence or lower-than-subsistence “wage” the convicts received and their 
status as aggregated capital — served to reinforce one another and to make 


leasing, from the point of view of the economic definition, “worse” than 
slavery.” 


A small but significant number of black men and women were con- 
demned to live out the worst nightmares of what slavery might-have been 
had the cost of purchasing slaves been low enough to justify conditions of 
genocide, i.e. no man, woman or child unable to work would be supported 
by the slave owners. Under these conditions (which were not entirely 
unheard of during slavery), it also would have been profitable to literally 
work slaves to death, because the cost of purchasing new ones would not 
have interfered with profits. Precisely because of this, Mancini decided to 
entitle his study of convict leasing One Dies, Get Another. We can only 
speculate as to how Frederick Douglass might have responded to the 
convict lease system had he extricated himself from his faith in formal 
legalities and examined more closely this symbolic and malignant 
reincarceration of slavery. We can also only speculate about the impact his 
engagement with the lease system might have had on future agendas for 
black liberation and on the future relationship between black intellectuals 
and social movements against the US prison system. l 


Although Frederick Douglass did not enlist his communicative powers in 
an examination of convict leasing, three of his intellectual descendants did 
see fit to write about this issue.” D. E. Tobias, a self-taught researcher and 
organic intellectual in the Gramscian sense, published an essay in 1899 
a significant portion of which was devoted to leasing. In 1901, W. E. B. Du 
Bois published a relatively obscure article on convict leasing, and in 1907. 
Mary Church Terrell wrote about the subject in the same journal that had 
published Tobias’s piece. 

In his article “A Negro on the Position of the Negro in America,” D. E. 
Tobias described himself as a twenty-nine-year-old black man, son of 
slaves, who was studying the prison system in the US.® Unfortunately, this 
seems to be Tobias’s only published writing. Interestingly, he positioned 
the campaign against convict leasing at the very top of his agenda for black 
liberation. In this sense, he directly contested the philosophical tradition 
initiated by Frederick Douglass — and later taken up by Du Bois in his 
debate with Washington — according to which black political rights were the 
sine qua non of black liberation. Tobias-did not deny the importance of the 
ballot. But he argued, in effect, that as long as convict leasing continued to 


88 Prisons, Repression, and Resistance 


exist, black people could never fully enjoy the franchise. Moreover, he 
suggested that the imprisonment of such large numbers of black people was 
tantamount to robbing them forever of their rights as citizens. “Once a 
Negro voter is sent to prison, he is forever thereafter disfranchised, and for 
this reason alone the whites have made thousands of negro convicts for the 
purpose of depriving them of their votes.”** The use of incarceration as an 
explicit scheme to erode the potential political power of the black popula- 
tion reflected, in Tobias’s view, what Frederick Douglass had referred to as 
“the determination of slavery to perpetuate itself.” “The sole purpose of the 
South in going to war with the Nation,” Tobias wrote, 


was to keep the black race as chattels, and having been defeated in that, ex- 
slaveholders were determined that the negroes should be held in bondage to 
serve them. Accordingly the remarkable ingenious scheme of making the 
negroes: prisoners was soon devised, and at once scores and thousands of ex- 
slaves were arrested and convicted on any sort of flimsy charges, and farmed 
out to the highest bidders for human flesh. By reason of this new form of 
slavery, hundreds and thoysands of black men and women have never known 
that they were emancipated.” 


Tobias points out that southern authorities justified the institution of 
the convict lease system by evoking the Civil War destruction of most of 
the South’s prison structures and thus by representing the lease plan as 
a “makeshift and an experiment_until other means of caring for the large 
negro criminal population could be found.” However, after more than 
“three decades; the Tease system had become a critical component of south- 
ern criminal justice. ‘ 

W. E. B. Du Bois’s 1901 article “The Spawn of Slavery: The Convict- 

Lease System in the South” examines the lease system as a structural 
inheritance of slavery wherein black people accused of committing crimes 
were disciplined by the private imposition of labor, using “the slave theory 
of punishment — pain and intimidation.”” He defined this system as “the 
slavery in private hands of persons convicted of crimes and misdemeanors 
in the courts.”© This method of controlling black labor, Du Bois argued, 
emerged alongside a juridical construction of black criminality in the chaos 
that followed Emancipation when punishment was no longer the private 
purview of slavemasters, when black slaves were no longer legally recog- 
nized as the property of their masters. “Consequently, so far as the state. was 
concerned, there was no crime of any consequence among Negroes. The 
system of criminal jurisprudence had to do, therefore, with whites almost 
exclusively. . . .”°7 Although the Freedman’s Bureau attempted to create 
innovative methods of mediating legal relationships, these new strategies 
failed and the state courts re-established their authority. 
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As the regular state courts gradually regained power; it was necessary for them 
to fix by their decisions the new status of the freedmen. It was perhaps as 
natural as it was unfortunate that amid this chaos the courts sought to do by 
judicial decisions what the legislatures had formerly sought to do by specific 
law — namely, reduce the freedmen to serfdom. As a result, the small pecca- 
dillos of a careless, untrained class were made the excuse for severe sentences. 
The courts and jails became filled with the careless and ignorant, with those 
who sought to emphasize their new-found freedom, and too often with 
innocent victims of oppression. The testimony of a Negro counted for little or 
nothing in court, while the accusation of white witnesses was usually decisive. 
The result of this was a sudden large increase in the apparent criminal 
population of the Southern states — an increase so large that there was no way 
for the state to house it or watch it even had the state wished to. And the state 
did not wish to. Throughout the South laws were immediately passed autho- 
rizing public officials to lease the labor of convicts to the highest bidder. The 
lessee then took charge of the convicts — worked them as he wished under 
the nominal control of the state. Thus a new slavery and slave-trade was 
established.® 


I quote this long passage because it is such an insightful summary of the 
way the convict lease system served as a decisive lever for the transition 
from a bifurcated system of criminal justice — privatized punishment for 
blacks and public punishment for whites — to a system in which the state 
concentrated on the punishment of blacks and functioned as a mediator for 
punishment through privatized labor. In other words, “the state became a 
dealer in crime, profited by it so as to derive a net annual income for her 
prisoners.”” Du Bois would later write in Black Reconstruction that “[i]n no 
part of the modern world has there been so open and conscious a traffic in 
crime for deliberate social degradation and private profit as in the South 
since slavery.””° 

Du Bois’s analysis of the convict lease system implicitly contested 
Douglass’s construction of black labor as “free.” Du’ Bois made the astute 
observation that so-called “free” black labor was, in a very concrete sense, 
chained to black convict labor, for in many industries in which black people 
sought employment — such as brick-making, mining, roadbuilding — wages 
were severely depressed by the fact that convicts could be leased from the 
state at costs as low as $3 a month.” Moreover, Du Bois pointed out that 
the very theory of work embodied in convict leasing would have to be 


‘radically transformed in order to establish a criminal justice system free of 


racial bias. Instead of convict labor serving as a scheme for both private and 
state profit, it would have to be reconstructed as a means of correction and 
reformation of the convict him/herself. With the abolition of the profit 
motive, Du Bois seemed to imply, a powerful incentive for the racism at the 
core of the system would cease to exist. 
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Unfortunately, this insightful and radical analysis of the convict lease 
system was not taken up by Du Bois’s contemporaries. The relative obscu- 
rity to which it was relegated may be attributed to the fact that the essay 
appeared in a Protestant periodical devoted to writings on missionary 
projects, The Missionary Review of the World. As a result, its audience 
probably consisted largely of theologians and missionaries. Today, it is 
probably only read by students of religious studies and scholars researching 
convict leasing. However, Du Bois did refer to convict leasing and peonage 
in his monumental study Black Reconstruction. 

Twelve years after Douglass’s death, Mary Church Terrell remarked 
that “it is surprising how few there are among even intelligent people in this 
country who seem to have anything but a hazy idea of what the convict lease 
system means.””” Her essay on convict leasing was published in the presti- 
gious review The Nineteenth Century, and although it is difficult to docu- 
ment how the essay was received, Milfred Fierce asserts that it “influenced 
many others, both black and White.”” Terrell, like Douglass in the preced- 
ing generation, was one of the major figures in the anti-lynching crusade. 
However, she wrote as passionately against the convict lease system as she 
had against lynching, meticulously documenting her allegations of untold 
cruelty. with references to comments by southern legal authorities and 
official reports. “It is no exaggeration,” Terrell wrote, 


to say that in some respects the convict lease system, as it is operated in 
certain southern States, is less humane than was the bondage endured by 
slaves fifty years ago. For, under the old régime, it was to the master’s interest 
to clothe and shelter and feed his slaves properly, even if he were not moved 
to do so by considerations of mercy and humanity, because the death of a 
slave meant an actual loss in dollars and cents, whereas the death of a convict 
to-day involves no loss whatsoever either to the lessee or to the State.” 


There are several references in the article to the way women were integrated 
into the convict lease system with little regard to their gender — they worked 
and‘were housed together with men. Focusing her examination on the state 
of Georgia, she quotes extensively from a report issued several years before 
by Colonel Alton Byrd, who had been appointed a special investigator into 
the conditions of Georgia’s convict camps. In one passage he described a 
young black woman, 


... Lizzie Boatwright, a nineteen-year-old negress sent up from Thomas, 
Georgia, for larceny. She was clad in women’s clothing, was working side by 
side with male convicts under a guard, cutting a ditch through a meadow. 
This girl was small of stature and pleasant of address, and her life in this camp 
must have been one of long drawn out agony, horror; and suffering. She told 
me she had been whipped twice, each time by the brutal white guard who had 
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beaten McRay (an elderly black convict at the camp) to death, and who 
prostituted his legal rights to whip into a most revolting and disgusting 
outrage. This girl and another woman were stripped and beaten .unmercifully 
in plain view of the men convicts, because they stopped on the side of the road 
to bind a rag about their sore feet.” 


It is probably the case that Terrell devoted her most extensive discussion 
‘of women in the labor camps to white women because she assumed that the 
brutal treatment of white women would provoke more widespread. expres- 
sions of outrage than would that of black women. Although she did not 
indicate the source of her information, she wrote that in the preceding year, 
news was released about “one thousand white girls . .. [who] wear men’s 
clothing and work side by side with coloured men who are held in slavery 
as well as the girls. . . . In the black depths of [Florida] pinewoods, living in 
huts never seen by civilised white men other than the bosses of the turpen- 
tine camps, girls are said to have grown old in servitude.””° Terrell con- 
cluded this section with the observation that “not only does peonage still 
rage violently in the Southern states and in a variety of forms, but that while 
it formerly affected only coloured people, it now attacks white men and 
women as well.”’’ In this sense Terrell was probably influenced by the 
discourse of prison reform, which tended to equate thecruelty of peonage 
and convict leasing with its allegedly increasing impact on white people. 
For example, Richard Barry’s 1907 article in Cosmopolitan Magazine em- 
phasized the fact that employers in Florida had come under investigation 
because of the “monumental error” they made “in going beyond the black 
man with their slavery. Had they stuck to the racial division they might have 
escaped castigation, as they have for a decade. But, insatiate, and not 
finding enough blacks to satisfy their ambitious wants, they reached out and 
took in white men.”” 

Consequently, the movement to abolish convict leasing tended to rein- 
force notions of black criminality even as it emphasized the brutality of the 
leasing system. This abolitionist movement coincided with the increasing 
influence of discourses on eugenics and scientific racism. Although black 
leaders attempted to refute essentialist theories of innate criminality by 
emphasizing the historical conditions under which black criminality 
emerged, they did not openly examine the structural role of the expanding 


network of penitentiaries and convict labor camps in constructing and 


affirming these ideologies. Philosophically, this represented an engagement 
with the presumption of criminality, but not with the institutions that 
concretely structured this ideology of criminality. 

If Douglass was consistently silent on the issue of convict leasing, then 
Terrell did not integrate her insights on leasing into her anti-lynching work 
and thus could not effectively challenge a criminal justice system that 
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perpetuated notions of black criminality that still persist during the contem- 
porary era. The same observation may be made of Du Bois. This is 
particularly important in light of the popular historical memory of lynching 
that remains a critical component of African-American identity. If convict 
leasing and the accompanying disproportionality with which black people 
were made to inhabit jails and prisons during the post-Emancipation period 
had been taken up with the same intensity and seriousness as — and in 
connection with — the campaign against lynching, then the contemporary 
radical call for prison abolition might not sound so implausible today. 

Of course it is not fair to blame Douglass for over a century of failure to 
take on the pivotal role of the prison system in constructing and preserving 
ideological equations of blackness and criminality. And it certainly is not 
fair to hold him responsible for the “common sense” acceptance of the 
inevitability of prisons. However — and this is the conclusion of my exami- 
nation of Douglass’s silence vis-a-vis the convict lease system — scholars 
who rightfully criticize Douglass for the tenacity with which he embraced 
Enlightenment principles and a philosophy of history that accorded the 
- bourgeois state a foundational role in guaranteeing racial progress, also 
should acknowledge how this philosophy militated against an understand- 
ing of the prison system, and its specific role in preserving and deepening 
structures of racism. Moreover, by understanding Douglass’s reluctance to 
directly oppose the penitentiary system of his era, we may acquire much 
needed insight into the difficulties activists encounter today in organizing 
movements against the contemporary prison industrial complex. 
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Racialized Punishment and 
Prison Abolition 


Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish is arguably the most influential text 
in contemporary studies of the prison system. Although its subtitle is The 
Birth of the Prison System, Foucault was not so much interested in the prison 
per se as in the disciplinary technologies perfected within this institution. He 
attempts to explain the production of manipulable bodies within the con- 
text of a panoptic carceral network that reaches far beyond the prison. 
While the category of class plays a pivotal role in his analysis — though his 
reconceptualization of power leads to critical revisions of class as a Marxist 
category — gender and race are virtually absent. Feminist critiques of 
Foucault have led to a proliferating body of Foucauldian literature on 
gender discipline, including an extended study on women in prison by 
Dobash, Dobash and Gutteridge.’ However, few scholars have seriously 
examined the racial implications of Foucault’s theory ‘of power and his 
history of the prison. Joy James’s assertion that “Foucault’s elision of racial 
bias in historical lynching and contemporary policing predicts his silence on 
the racialization of prisons”? points to the need to move beyond a strictly 
Foucauldian genealogy in examining histories of punishment. l 
Foucault revises the penal historiography that privileges the develop- 
ment of the penitentiary in the United States, arguing that the oldest model 
of imprisonment as punishment rather than detention is the Rasphuis 
of Amsterdam, which opened in 1596 and originally “was intended for 
beggars or young malefactors.”? The eighteenth-century maison de force 
in Ghent, in which idlers were imprisoned and subjected to “a universal 
pedagogy of work,”* and the penitentiary built in Gloucester to implement 
Blackstone and Howard’s principles of imprisonment, served asthe models 
for the Walnut Street Jail in Philadelphia, which opened its doors in 1790.’ 
As interesting as it may be, however, to examine the influences of the 
earlier European models on the emergent US prison system, what may 
help us to understand the way in which this system would eventually 
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incorporate, sustain and transform structures and ideologies of racism is an 
examination of the impact of the institution of slavery on US systems 
of punishment. Beyond slavery, which is the focus of this paper, a more 
expansive analysis of US historical specificities might serve as the basis 


for a genealogy of imprisonment that would differ significantly from 


Foucaults. Such a genealogy would accentuate the links between confine- 
ment, punishment and race. At least four great systems of incarceration 
could be identified: the reservation system, slavery, the mission system, and 
the internment camps of World War II. Within the US, incarceration has 
thus played a pivotal role in the histories of Native Americans and people 


‘of African, Mexican, and Asian descent. In all of these cases, people were 


involuntarily confined. and punished for no reason other than their race or 
ethnicity. 

As Foucault points out, soon after the establishment of imprisonment as 
the dominant mode of punishment, prison acquired a “self-evident charac- 
ter.” “[O]ne cannot ‘see’ how to replace it. It is the detestable solution, 
which one seems unable to do without.” 


This “self-evident” character of the prison, which we find so difficult to 
abandon, is based first of all on the simple form of “deprivation of liberty.” 
How could prison not be the penalty par excellence in a society in which liberty 
is a good that belongs to all in the same way and to which each individually 
is attached, as Duport put it, by a “universal and constant” feeling? Its loss 
has therefore the same value for all; unlike the fine, it is an “egalitarian” 
punishment. The prison is the clearest, simplest, most equitable of penalties. 
Moreover, it makes possible to quantify the penalty exactly according to the 
variable of time. There is a wages-form of imprisonment that constitutes, in 
industrial societies, its economic “self-evidence” — and enables it to appear as 
. a reparation.° 


The modes of punishment associated with the two dominant models of 
imprisonment developed at the beginning of the nineteenth century in the 
US - the Philadelphia and Auburn models — were-based on a construction 
of the individual that did not apply to people excluded from citizenship by 
virtue of their race and thus from a recognition of their communities as 
composed of individuals possessing rights and liberties. These prisons were 
thus largely designed to punish and reform white wage-earning individuals, 
who violated the social contract of the new industrial capitalist order by 
allegedly committing crimes. The gendering of these institutions as male 
reflected the marginalization of women within a domestic, rather than 
public, economy. In fact the history and specific architecture of women’s 
prisons reveal a quite different penal function: that of restoring white 
women to their place as wives and mothers, rather than as rights-bearing 
public individuals. 
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Within the US — and increasingly in postcolonial Europe — the dispro- 
portionate presence of people of color among incarcerated populations has 
also acquired a “self-evident” character. But this reification is not based on 
the reasoning proposed by Foucault in Discipline and Punish. In an analysis 
that predates the publication of Discipline and Punish, Foucault allows for 
the possibility that the prison’s purpose is not so much to transform, but to 
concentrate and eliminate politically dissident and racialized populations. 
After an April 1972 visit to Attica — the very first visit Foucault made to a 
prison, which occurred just eight months after the Attica uprising and 
massacre — he commented in an interview: 


At the time of the creation of Auburn and the Philadelphia prison, which 
served as models (with very little change until now) for the great machines of 
incarceration, it was believed that something indeed was produced: “virtu- 

. ous” men. Now we know, and the administration is perfectly aware, that no 
such thing is produced. That nothing at all is produced. That it is a question 
simply of a great sleight of hand, a curious mechanism of circular elimination: 
society eliminates by sending to- prison people whom prison breaks up, 
crushes, physically eliminates; the prison eliminates them by “freeing” them 
and sending them back fo society;...the state in which they come out 
insures that society will eliminate themi once again, seriding them to prison. 
... Attica is a machine for elimination, a form of prodigious stomach, 
a kidney that consumes, destroys, breaks up and then rejects, and that 
consumes in order to eliminate what it has already eliminated.’ 


Foucault was especially struck by the disproportionately large population of 
black men and commented that “in the United States, there must be one 
out of 30 or 40 black men in prison: it is here that one can see the function 
of massive elimination in the American prison.”® One wonders how Fou- 
cault might have responded in the 1990s to the fact that one out of three 
young black men is presently incarcerated or under the direct control of the 
criminal justice system.” 

Historically, people of African descent consigned to slavery in the US 
were certainly not treated as rights-bearing individuals and therefore were 
not considered worthy of the moral re-education that was the-announced 
philosophical goal of the penitentiary. Indeed, the slave system had its own 
forms of punishment, which remained primarily corporal and of the soft 
that predated the emergence of incarceration as punishment. In her slave 
natrative, Harriet Jacobs described a neighboring planter whose plantation 
included six hundred slaves, a jail and a whipping post. The jail, however, 
did not serve as a méans of depriving the slave of his/her time and rights, 
but rather as a means of torture, for “[i]f a slave stole from him even a 
pound of meat or a peck of corn, if detection followed, he was put in chains 
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and imprisoned, and so kept till his form was attenuated by hunger and 
suffering.” One of the planter’s favorite punishments “was to tie a rope 
round a man’s body, and suspend him from the ground. A fire was kindled 
over him, from which was suspended a piece of fat pork. As this cooked, the 
scalding drops of fat continually fell on the bare flesh.” 

If, as Foucault insists, the locus of the new European mode of punish- 
ment shifted from the body to the soul, black slaves in the US were largely 
perceived as lacking the soul that might be shaped and transformed by 
punishment. Within the institution of slavery, itself a form of incarceration, 
racialized forms of punishment developed alongside the. emergence-of the 
‘prison system within and as a negative affirmation of the “free world,” from 
which slavery was twice removed. Thus the deprivation of white freedom 
tended to affirm the whiteness of democratic rights and liberties. As white 
men acquired the privilege to be punished in ways that acknowledged their 
equality and the racialized universality of liberty, the punishment of black 
slaves was corporal, concrete and particular. 

It is also instructive to consider the role labor played in these different 
systems of incarceration. In the philosophical conception of the peniten- 
tiary, labor was a reforming activity. It was supposed to assist the impris- 
oned individual in his (and on occasion her) putative quest for religious 
penitence and moral re-education. Labor was a means toward a moral end. 
In the case of slavery, labor was the only thing that mattered: the individual 
slaves were constructed essentially as labor units. Thus punishment was 
designed to maximize labor. And in a larger sense, labor was punishment 
attached not to crime, but to race. 

Even if the forms of punishment inherent in and associated with slavery 
had been entirely revoked with the’ abolition of slavery, the persistent 
second-class citizenship status to which former slaves‘were relegated would 
have had an implicit impact on punishment practices. However, an explicit 
linkage between slavery and punishment was written into the constitution 
precisely at the moment of the abolition of slavery. In fact, there was no 
reference to imprisonment in the US Constitution -until the passage of the 
Thirteenth Amendment declared chattel slavery unconstitutional: “Neither 
slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof 
the. party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United 
States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.” 

‘The abolition of slavery thus corresponded to the authorization of sla- 
very as punishment. In actual practice, both Emancipation and the autho- 
rization enal servitude combined to create an immense black presence 
within southern prisons and to transform the character of punishment into 
a means of-managing former slaves as oppose to addressing problems of 


serious crime. 
MANU Wn Samer s\ aves 
stead oF addressing 
problems of seris Crime 


7 eee ne 


SR SESS Se Aire 


Bee Ee ee er og EE 


100 Prisons, Repression, and Resistance 


The incarceration of former slaves served not so much to affirm the 
rights and liberties of the freedmen and women (i.e. as rights and liberties 
of which they could be deprived), nor to discipline a potential labor force; 
rather it symbolically emphasized that black people’s social status contin- 
ued to be that of slaves, even though the institution of slavery had been 
disestablished. In constructing prisoners as human beings who deserved 
subjection to slavery, the Constitution allowed for a further, more elusive 
linkage of prison and slavery, namely the criminalization of former slaves. 
This criminalization process became evident in the rapid transformation of 
prison populations in the southern states, where the majority of black 
Americans resided. Prior to Emancipation, prisoners were primarily white, 
but “[d]uring the post Civil War period, the percentages of black convicts 
in relation to white was often higher than 90%. In Alabama, the prison 
population tripled between 1874 and 1877 — and the increase consisted 
almost entirely of blacks.”"? According to Matthew Mancini, 


for a half-century after the Civil War, the southern states had no prisons to 
speak of and those they did have played a peripheral role in those states’ 
criminal justice systems. Instead, persons convicted of criminal offenses were 
sent to sugar and cotton plantations, as well as to coal mines, turpentine 
farms, phosphate beds, brickyards [and] sawmills." 


The swift racial transformation of imprisoned southern populations was 
largely due to the passage of Black Codes, which criminalized such behavior 
as vagrancy, breech of job contracts, absence from work, the possession of 
firearms, insulting gestures or acts. The Mississippi Black Codes, for 
example, defined a vagrant “as anyone/who was guilty of theft, had run 
away [from a job,. apparently], was drunk, was wanton in conduct or 
speech, had neglected job or family, handled money carelessly, and... all 
other idle and disorderly persons.”'* In other words, white behavior that 
was commended and thus went unnoticed by the criminal justice system 
could lead to the conviction of black individuals and to the ideological 
criminalization of black communities. “Arguing or even questioning a white 
man could result in a criminal charge.” Moreover, as many slave narra- 
tives confirm, many of these acts — for example theft and escape — had been 
considered effective forms of resistance to slavery. Now they were defined 
as crimes and what during slavery had been the particular repressive power 
of the master, became the far more devastating universal power of the state. 

“Free” black people entered into a relationship with the state unmedi- 
ated by a master, they were divested of their status as slaves in order to be 
accorded a-new status as criminals. “Throughout the South, thousands of 
ex-slaves were being arrested, and convicted for acts that in the past had 
been dealt with by the master alone. .. . An offense against [the master] had 
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become an offense against the state.”’® Thus, the criminal justice system 
played a significant role in constructing the new so er 
slaves as human beings whose Citizenship status was acknowledged pre- 
cisely in order to be denied. ~~ ~~SCS7«;3 }>SPTC~=CSstéi‘“‘ OSC 
“Southern prison populations not only became predominantly black in 
the aftermath of slavery, penitentiaries were either replaced by convict 
leasing or they were restricted to white convicts. This racialization of 
punishment practices determined that black people were to be socially 
defined in large part by re-created conditions of slavery. In fact, as historian 
David Oshinsky has documented, convict leasing in institutions like 
Mississippi’s Parchman Farm created conditions “worse than slavery.””” 
When Arkansas governor George Donaghey called for the abolition of 
convict leasing in 1912, he argued that leasing was “a form of legalized 
murder that sentenced thousands of faceless victims to a ‘death by oppres- 
sion’ for often trivial acts. Under no other system, he believed, did the 
punishment so poorly fit the crime.”’® His list of abuses included: 


Instance No. 1. In Phillips County . . . two negroes jointly forged nine orders 
for one quart of whiskey each. For this offense one of them was convicted for 
eighteen years and the other for thirty-six years... . 


Instance No. 10. In Miller County a negro convicted in a justice of the peace 
court was ...sentenced [to] over three years for stealing a few articles of 
clothing off a clothes-line.'’” 


During the last three decades of the nineteenth century, southern crimi- 
nal justice systems were profoundly transformed by their role as a totalitar- 
ian means of controlling black labor in the post-Emancipation era. Because 
so many of the particular crimes with which black people were charged 
served more as pretexts than as causal factors for arrest, these punishment 
strategies were explicitly directed at black communities, rather than at black 
individuals, and they eventually informed the history of imprisonment 
outside the South as well. In the process, white prisoners, along with the 
black people this system specifically targeted, were affected by its cruelty as 
well. 


The widespread use of torture_in connection with convict leasing con- 
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had bécome historically obsolete in the industrial capitalist countries 
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for the display not of a sovereign’s but of a petty camp boss’s power. 
Leasing allowed the accumulated reservoirs of human cruelty to overflow in 
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punishment during slavery, “the lash, along with the chain, became the very 
emblem of servitude for slaves and prisoners.”” Mancini points out that as 
late as 1941, the state of Texas still relied principally on the whip. 


I have devoted a considerable portion of this article to an exploration of 
some of the ways slavery’s underlying philosophy of punishment insinuated 
itself into the history of imprisonment. In this concluding section, I want 
to argue that the tendency to treat racism as a contingent element of the 
criminal justice system in research, advocacy, and activism associated with 
the prison abolition movement results in part-from its marginalization in 
histories and theories of punishment. If the category of race rarely appears 
in Foucault’s analyses, so it is also generally absent in the leading contem- 
porary abolitionist texts. Although racism has often been evoked in activist 
campaigns, the absence of race as an analytical category in the diverse 
literature associated with prison abolitionism points to problems of the 
same order as those Joy James detects in Foucault. 

Like Foucault, the major theorists of prison abolition have worked 
within European contexts, and in a large measure in those European 
countries that can claim historically less repressive penal systems — the 
Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands. Academics in Norway and 

‘the Netherlands began to produce abolitionist theories during the 1960s.” 
Thomas Mathieson, author of The Politics of Abolition,” grounded his 
analysis in the work of the Norwegian prisoners’ movement, KROM, in 
which he actively participated during the sixties and seventies. Mathieson’s 
formal approach calls for abolitionist activism that attempts strategically to 
avoid demands for reform that might further strengthen the prison system, 
as prison reform has historically tended to do. The local and tactical 
emphasis of his analysis, first published in 1974, militates against a substan- 
tive engagement with issues of race. While Dutch criminologist Willem de 
Haan, author of a recent work entitled The Politics of Redress: Crime, Punish- 
ment and Penal Abolition, explores the implications of prison reform in 
North America and Cuba as well as in Western Europe, his intérests do not 
include an analysis of the close links between punishment practices and 
structures of racism. It should be pointed out, however, that as postcolonial 
immigration has radically transformed the racial composition of European 
populations in general, the prison population in the Netherlands ap- 
proaches the US in its disproportionate numbers of people of color. 

Since‘an extensive review of the literature on abolitionism is beyond the 
scope of this article, I will simply point out that while the works of other. 
leading European criminologists and philosophers associated with the in- 
ternational movement for penal abolition — such as René van Swaaningen, 
Herman Bianchi, Nils Christie, Stanley Cohen, Louk Hulsman, and Rolf 
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de Folter ~ contain many important insights, there is no sustained analysis 
of the part antiracism might play in the theory and practice of abolitionism. 

In the US, abolitionists can discover a historical relationship of prison 
activism and antiracism. During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, Quaker reformers played a pivotal role in developing the US 
penitentiary. Indeed, the penitentiary system emerged from:an abolitionist 
movement of sorts — a campaign to abolish médieval corporal punishment. 
The campaign to replace corporal punishment with the penitentiary and-the 
abolitionist movement against slavery invoked similar philosophical argu- 
ments based on the Enlightenment belief in a universal humanity and in 


‘the moral perfectibility of every human being. If the inherent humanity 


of African slaves required their release from bondage, then the humanity of 
“criminals” demanded that they be given the opportunity to repent and 
perfect their characters. 

It is therefore understandable that in North America, the dominant 
abolitionist trend in scholarship and activism is peacemaking. Harold 
Pepinsky has observed that as he organized the Fifth International Confer- 
ence on Penal Abolition, 


I discovered that by far the strongest contingent among the hundreds of 
correspondents are workers and activists with religious affiliations, notably 
the peace churches and ecumenical peace groups. Religiously self-identified 
people cross all eight intellectual traditions which have emerged: academi- 
cians and theorists, activists and reformers, feminists, lawmakers, mediators, 
native traditionalists, peoples of color, and prisoners.” 


Nevertheless, it seems that no sustained contemponary analysis has 
emerged of the role antiracism might play in effective abolitionist theories 
and practices. 

One of the major critiques proposed by abolitionists in Europe and 
North America is directed at social-scientific and popular. discourses that 
assume a necessary conjunction between crime and punishment. Likewise, 
in the philosophical literature on imprisonment, the prevailing assumption 
is that individuals are punished because of the crimes they commit. The 
literature in the field of philosophy of punishment rarely goes. further than 
exploring what Adrian Howe refers to as “relentless repetitions of the 
unholy trinity of retribution, deterrence and reform.”” The problems these 
literatures address largely have to do with the justification and function of 
punishment. Thus a major theoretical and practical challenge of penal 
abolitionism is to disarticulate crime and punishment. In fact, many aboli- 
tionists deploy statistics that demonstrate how relatively few people who 
have broken a law are actually called upon by criminal justice systems to 
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answer for their crimes. Sociologists Jim Thomas and Sharon Boehlefeld, 
for example, who are both critics and advocates of abolitionism, use US 
Bureau of Justice statistics to demonstrate that “only three persons are 
incarcerated (in prisons or jails) for every 100 crimes committed.””° 

The Institute for Social Research published Rusche and Kirchheimer’s 
ground-breaking study, Punishment and Social Structure, in 1939, which 
would later have a significant influence on the critical sociology of punish- 
ment. Kirchheimer wrote in the introduction that it was 


necessary to strip from the social institution of punishment its ideological veils 
and juristic appearance and to describe it in its real relationships. The bond, 
transparent or not, that is supposed to exist between crime and punishment 
prevents any insight into the independent significance of the history of penal 
systems. It must be broken. Punishment is neither a simple consequence of 
crime, nor the reverse side of crime, nor a mere means which is determined 
by the end to be achieved. Punishment must be understood as a social 
phenomenon fréed from both its juristic concept and its social ends. We do 
not deny that punishment has specific ends, but we do deny that it can be 
understood from its ends alone.” 


Rusche and Kirchheimer, as well as others influenced by their attempt to 
develop a political economy of punishment, examine the influence of the 
capitalist market and bourgeois ideology in shaping punishment practices. 
According to legal scholar Adrian Howe, 


Ruschean-inspired studies ... made a crucial break with the analytically re- 
stricting “legal syllogism” — the common-sense idea that punishment is simply 
the consequence of crime and that, if there is a need for sociological explana- 
tion, “social structure explains crime and crime explains punishment.”” 


However, they, too, do not explore the extent to which the penitentiary 
system and its attendant forms of labor were heavily influenced by the 
prevailing ideologies and economic structures of racism, nor, as Howe 
points out, do they give serious consideration to gender. Nevertheless, their 
insistence on disarticulating punishment from crime can be seen as opening 
the way for a consideration of the relationship between race and punish- 
ment, a much-needed dimension in the scholarship and activism associated 
with the abolitionist movement today. 

In the contemporary era, the tendency toward more prisons and harsher 
punishment leads to gross violations of prisoners’ human rights and, within 
the US context, it summons up new perils of racism. The rising numbers of 
imprisoned black and Latino men and women tell a compelling story of an 
increasingly intimate link between race and criminalization. While aca- 
demic and popular discourses assume a necessary conjunction between 
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crime and punishment, it is the conjunction of race, class, and punishment 
that is most consistent. 

In 1926, the first year in which there was a national recording, 21 
percent of prison admissions were black. By 1970, black people constituted 
39 percent of admissions and in 1992, 54 percent.” In 1995, almost one- 
third of young black men were either in prison or directly under the control 
of a correctional system. If we consider that “[m]Jost people have been 
involved in delinquent behavior at some point of their lives, and only a 
small fraction of overall criminal activities are touched by the criminal 
justice system,””° against the backdrop of the increasing proportion of black 


‘people entering the ranks of the imprisoned, we are faced with a startling 


implication. One has a greater chance of going to jail or prison if one is a 
young black man than if one is actually a law-breaker. While most impris- 
oned young black men may have broken a law, it is the fact that they are 
young black men rather than the fact that they are law-breakers which 
brings them into contact with the criminal justice system. 

In this paper, I am specifically concerned with the way the prison system 
in the US took up and was bolstered by historical forms of racism and how 
it continues to play a critical role in the racialization of punishment. An 
cHoctive abolitionist campaign will have tS dreet aadress the rele of race 
in the criminalization process. I emphasize the need to disarticulate notions 
of punishment from crime because I want to argue for a serious consider- 
ation of abolitionist strategies to dismantle the prison system in its present 
role as an institution which preserves existing structures of racism as Well as 
creates more complicated modes of racism in US society. This strategy, I 
argue, is no more outlandish than is the fact that race and economic status 
play more prominent roles in shaping the practices of social punishment 
than does crime, which is always assumed to be the basis for punishment in 
this society. 
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Reflections on the Black 
Woman’s Role in the 
Community of Slaves 


The paucity of literature fin 1971] on the black woman, is outrageous on its face. 
But we must also contend with the fact that too many of these rare studies must 
claim as their signal achievement the reinforcement of fictitious clichés. They have 
given credence to grossly distorted categories through which the black woman 
continues to be perceived. In the words of Nathan and Julia Hare, “she has been 
labeled ‘aggressive’ or ‘matriarchal’ by white scholars and ‘castrating female’ by 
[some] blacks” (Transaction, November—December, 1970). Many have re- 
cently sought to remedy this situation. But for the time being, at least, we are still 
confronted with these reified images of ourselves. And for now, we must still 
assume the responsibility of shattering them. ‘ 

Initially, I did not envision this paper as strictly confined to the era of slavery. 
Yet, as I bégan to think through the issue of the black matriarch, I came to the 
conclusion that it had to be refuted at its presumed historical inception. 

The chief problem I encountered stemmed from the conditions of my incarcera- 
tion: opportunities for researching the issue I wanted to explore were extremely 
limited. I chose, therefore, to entitle this piece “Reflections . . .” It does not pretend 
to be more than a collection of ideas which would constitute a starting point — a 
framework within which to conduct a rigorous reinvestigation of the black woman 
as she interacted with her people and with her oppressive environment during 
slavery. 

I would like to dedicate these reflections to one of the most admirable black 
leaders to emerge from the ranks of our liberation movement — to George Jackson, 
whom I loved and respected in every way. As I came to know and love him, I saw 
him developing an acute sensitivity to the real problems facing black women and 
thus refining his ability to distinguish these from their mythical transpositions. 
George was uniquely aware of the need to extricate himself and other black men 


“Reflections on the Black Woman’s Role in the Community of Slaves” was written when 
Angela Davis was in jail and was first published in The Black Scholar, vol. 3, no. 4 (December 
1971). Reprinted by permission of The Black Scholar journal. 
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from the remnants of divisive and destructive myths purporting to represent the 
black woman. If his life had not been so precipitously and savagely extinguished, 
he would have surely accomplished a task he had already outlined some time ago: 
a systematic critique of his past misconceptions about black women and of their 
roots in the ideology of the established order. He wanted to appeal to other black 
men, still similarly disoriented, to likewise correct themselves through self-criticism. 
George viewed this obligation as a revolutionary duty, but also, and equally 
important, as an expression of his boundless love for all black women. 


The matriarchal black woman has been repeatedly invoked as one of the 
fatal by-products of slavery. When the Moynihan Report consecrated this 
myth with Washington’s stamp of approval, its spurious content and propa- 
gandistic mission should have become apparent. Yet even outside the 
established ideological apparatus, and also among black people, unfortu- 
nate references to the matriarchate can still be encountered. Occasionally, 
there is even acknowledgment of the “tangle of pathology” it supposedly 
engendered. (This black matriarchate, according to Moynihan et al. defines 
the roots of our oppression as a people.) Aj\ accurate portrait of the African 
woman in bondage must debunk the myth of the matriarchate. Such a 
portrait must simultaneously attempt to illuminate the historical matrix of 
her oppression and must evoke her varied, often heroic, responses to the 
slave-holder’s domination. 

Lingering beneath the notion of the black matriarch is an unspoken 
indictment of our female forebears as having actively assented to slavery. 
The notorious cliché, the “emasculating female,” has its roots in the falla- 
cious inference that in playing a central part in the slave “family,” the black 
woman related to the slave-holding class as collaborator. Nothing could be 
further from the truth. In the most fundamental sense, the slave system did 
not — and could not — engender and recognize a matriarchal family struc- 
ture. Inherent in the very concept of the matriarchy is “power.” It would 
have been exceedingly risky for the slave-holding class to openly acknowl- 
edge symbols of authority — femalé symbols no less than male. Such 
legitimized concentrations of authority might eventually unleash oer 

“power” against the slave system itself. 

The American brand of slavery strove toward a rigidified disorganization 
in family life, just as it had to proscribe all potential social structures within 
which black people might forge a collective and conscious existence.’ 
Mothers and fathers were brutally separated; children, when they became 
of age, were branded and frequently severed from their mothers. That the 
mother was “the only legitimate parent of her child” did not therefore mean 
that she was even permitted to guide it to maturity. 

Those who lived under a common roof were often unrelated through 
blood. Frederick Douglass, for instance, had no recollection of his father. 


- He only vaguely recalled having seen his mother — and then on extremely 
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rare occasions. Moreover, at the age of seven, he was forced to abandon the 
dwelling of his grandmother, of whom he would later say: “She was to me 
a mother and a father.”* The strong personal bonds between immediate 
family members which oftentimes persisted despite coerced separation bore 
witness to the remarkable capacity of black people for resisting the disorder 
so violently imposed on their lives. 

Where families were allowed to thrive, they were, for the most part, 
external fabrications serving the designs of an avaricious, profit-seeking 
slave-holder. 


The strong hand of the slave-owner dominated the Negro family, which 
existed at his mercy and often at his own personal instigation. An ex-slave has 
told of getting married on one plantation: “When you married, you had to 
jump over a broom three times.” 


This slave went on to describe the various ways in which his master 
forcibly coupled men and women with the aim of producing the maximum 
number of healthy child-slaves. In the words of John Henrik Clarke, 


The family as a functional entity was outlawed and permitted to exist only 
when it benefited the slave-master. Maintenance of the slave family as a 
family unit benefited the slave-owners only when, and to the extent that such 
unions created new slaves who could be exploited.* 


The designation of the black woman as a matriarch is a cruel misnomer. 
It is a misnomer because it implies stable kinship structures within which 
the mother exercises decisive’ sae It is cruel because it apnOre® the 


Even the broadest < construction of fhe mmatmarch” ac would not 
render it applicable to the black slave woman. But it should not be inferred 
that she therefore played no significant role in the community of slaves. Her 
indispensable efforts to ensure the survival of her people can hardly be 
contested. Even if.she had done no more, her deeds would still be laudable. 
But her concern and struggles for physical survival, while clearly important, 
did not constitute her most outstanding contributions. It will be submitted 
that by virtue of the brutal force of circumstances, the black woman was 
assigned the mission of promoting the consciousness and practice of resis- 
tance. A great deal has been said about the black man and resistance, but 
very little about the unique relationship black women bore to the resistance 
struggles during slavery. To understand the part she played in developing 
and sharpening the thrust towards freedom, the broader meaning of slavery 
and of American slavery in particular must be explored. Slavery is an 
ancient human institution. Of slave labor in its traditional form and of 
serfdom as well, Karl Marx stated: 
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The slave stands in absolutely no relation to the objective conditions of his 
labor; it is rather the Zabor itself, in the form of the slave as of the serf, which 
is placed in the category of inorganic condition of production alongside the 
other natural beings, e.g. cattle, or regarded as an appendage of the earth.’ 


The bondsman’s existence as a natural condition of production is 
complemented and reinforced, according to Marx, by his membership in a 
social grouping which he perceives to be an extension of nature. Enmeshed 
in what appears to be a natural state of affairs, the attitude of the slave, to 
a greater or lesser degree, would be an acquiescence in his subjugation. 
Friedrich Engels points out that in Athens, the state could depend on a 
police force consisting entirely of slaves. 

The fabric of American slavery differed significantly from ancient slavery 
and feudalism. True, black people were forced to act as if they were 
inorganic conditions of pr ion. For slavery was “personality swallowed 
up in the sordid.idea of property — manhood lost in chattelhood.”” But there 
were no pre-existent social structures or cultural dictates which might 
induce reconciliation to the circumstances of their bondage. On the con- 
trary, Africans had been uprooted from their natural environment, their 
social relations, their culture. No legitimate socio-cultural surroundings 
would be permitted to develop and flourish, for, in all likelihood, they 
would be utterly incompatible with the, demands of slavery. 

Yet another fact would militate against harmony and equilibrium in the 
slave’s relation to his bondage: slavery was enclosed in a society otherwise 
characterized by “free” wage-labor. Black men and women could always 
contrast their chains with the nominally free status of-white working people. 
This was quite literally true in such cases where, like Frederick Douglass, 
they were contracted out as wage-laborers. Unlike the “free” white men 
alongside whom they worked, they had no right to the meager wages they 
earned. Such were some of the many contradictions unloosed by the effort 
to forcibly inject slavery into the early:stages of American capitalism. 

The combination of a historically superseded slave-labor system based 
almost exclusively on race and the drive to strip black people of all their 
social and cultural bonds would create a fateful rupture at the heart of the 
slave system itself. The slaves would not readily adopt fatalistic attitudes 
towards the conditions surrounding and ensnaring their lives. ‘They were a 
people who had been violently thrust into a patently “unnatural” subjuga- 
tion. If the slave-holders had not maintained an absolute monopoly of 
violence, if they had not been able to rely on large numbers of their fellow 
white men — indeed the entire ruling class as well as misled working people 
— to assist them in their terrorist machinations, slavery would have been far 
less feasible than it actually proved to be. 

The magnitude and effects of the black people’s defiant rejection of 
slavery has not yet been fully documented and illuminated. But there is 
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more than ample evidence that they consistently refused to succumb to the 
all-encompassing dehumanization objectively demanded by the slave sys- 
tem. Comparatively recent studies have demonstrated that the few slave 
uprisings — too spectacular to be relegated to oblivion by the racism of 
ruling-class historians — were not isolated occurrences, as the latter would 
haye had us believe. The reality, we know: now, was that these open 
rebellions erupted with such a frequency that they were as much a part of 
the texture of slavery as the conditions of servitude themselves. And these 
revolts were only the tip of an iceberg: resistance expressed itself in other 
grand modes and also in the seemingly trivial forms of feigned..illness ‘and 
studied indolence. 

If resistance was an organic ingredient of slave life, it had to be directly 
nurtured by the social organization which the slaves.themselves improvised. 
The consciousness of their oppression, the conscious thrust towards ‘its 
abolition could not have been sustained without impetus from the commu- 
nity they pulled together through the sheer force of their own strength. Of 
necessity, this community would revolve around the realm which was 
furthermost removed from the immediate arena of domination. It could 
only be located in and around the living quarters, the area where the basic 
needs of physical life were met. i 

In the area of production, the slaves — pressed into the mold of beasts 
of burden — were forcibly deprived of their humanity. (And a human being 
thoroughly dehumanized has no desire for freedom.) But the community 
gravitating around the domestic quarters might possibly permit a retrieval 
of the man and the woman in their fundamental humanity. We can assume 
that in a very real material sense, it was only in domestic life — away from 
the eyes and whip of the overseer — that-the slaves could attempt to assert 
the modicum of freedom they still retained; it was only-there that they 
might be inspired to project techniques of expanding it further by leveling 
what few weapons they had against the. slave-holding class whose unmiti- 
gated drive for profit was the source of their misery. 

Via this path, we return to the African slave woman: in the living 
quarters, the major responsibilities “naturally” fell to her. It was the woman 


‘who was charged with keeping the “home in order.” This role was dictated 


by the male supremacist ideology of white society in America; it was also 
woven into the patriarchal traditions of Africa. As her biological destiny, the 
woman bore the fruits of procreation; as her social destiny, she cooked, 
sewed, washed, cleaned house, raised the children. Traditionally the labor 
of females, domestic work is supposed to complement and confirm their 
inferiority. 

But with the black slave woman, there is a strange twist of affairs: in the 
infinite anguish of ministering to the needs of the men and children around 
her (who were not necessarily members of her immediate family), she was 
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performing the only labor of the slave community which could not be 
directly and immediately claimed by the oppressor. There was no 
compensation for work in the fields; it served no useful purpose for the 
slaves. Domestic labor was the only meaningful labor for the slave com- 
munity as a whole (discounting as negligible the exceptional situations 
where slaves received some pay for their work). 

Precisely through performing the drudgery which has long been a central 
expression of the socially conditioned inferiority of women, the black 
woman in chains could help to lay.the foundation for some degree of 
stances f the slave community. She was, therefore, essential 
to the survival of the @émmunity. Not all people have survived enslavement; 
hence her survival-oriented activities were themselves a form of resistance. 
Survival, moreover, was the prerequisite of all higher levels of struggle. 

But much more remains to be said of the black woman during slavery. 
The dialectics of her oppression will become far more complex. It is true 
that she was a victim of the myth that only the woman, with her diminished 
capacity for mental and physical labor, should do degrading household 
work. Yet, the alleged benefits of the ideology of femininity did not accrue 
to her. She was not sheltered or protected; she would not remain oblivious 
to the desperate struggle for existence unfolding outside the “home.” She 
was also there in the fields, alongside the man, toiling under the lash from 
sun-up to sun-down. 

This was one of the supreme ironies of slavery: in order to approach its 
strategic goal — to extract the greatest possible surplus from the labor of the 
slaves — the black woman had to be released from the chains of the myth of 
femininity. In the words of W. E. B. Du Bois, “our women in black had 
freedom contemptuously thrust upon them.”* In order to function as slave, 
the black woman had to be annulled as woman, that is, as woman in her 
historical stance of wardship under the entire male hierarchy. The sheer 

orce of things rendered her equal to her man. 

Excepting the woman’s role as caretaker of the household, male su- 
premacist structures could not become deeply embedded in the internal 
workings of the slave system. Though the ruling class was male and rabidly 
chauvinistic, the slave system could not confer upon the black man the 
appearance of a privileged position vis-a-vis the black woman. The man- 
slave could not be the unquestioned superior within the “family” or com- 


munity, for there was no such thing as the “family provider” among the - 


slaves. The attainment of slavery’s intrinsic goals was contingent upon the 
fullest and most brutal utilization of the productive capacities of every man, 
woman, and child. They all had to “provide” for the master. The black 
woman was therefore wholly integrated into the productive force: “The bell 
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rings at four o’clock in the morning and they have half an hour to get ready. 
Men and women start together, and the women must work as steadily as the 
men and perform the same tasks as the men.”? 

Even in the posture of motherhood — otherwise the occasion for hypo- 
critical adoration — the black woman was treated with no greater compas- 
sion and with no less severity than her man. As one slave related in a 
narrative of his life: “women who had sucking children suffered much from 
their breasts becoming full of milk, the infants being left at home; they 
therefore could not keep up with the other-hands: I have seen the overseer 
beat them with raw hide so that the blood and the milk flew mingled from 
their breasts.” !° 

Moses Grandy, ex-slave, continues his description with an account of a 
typical form of field punishment reserved for the black woman with child: 
“She is compelled to lie down over a hole made to receive her corpulency, 
and is flogged with the whip, or beat with a paddle, which has holes in it; 
at every stroke comes a blister. ”!! 

The unbridled cruelty of this leveling process whereby the black woman 
was forced into equality with the black man requires no further explanation. 
She shared in the deformed equality of equal oppression. 

But out of this deformed equality was forged quite undeliberately, yet 
inexorably, a state of affairs which could harness an immense potential in 
the black woman. Expending indispensable labor for the enrichment of her 
oppressor, she could attain a practical awareness of the oppressor’s utter 
dependence on her — for the master needs the slave far more than the slave 
needs the master. At the same time she could realize that while her produc- 

tive activity was wholly subordinated to the will of the master, it was 
nevertheless proof of her ability to transform things. For “labor is the living, 
shaping fire; it represents the impermanence of things, their temporality.” 

The black woman’s consciousness of the..oppression_ suffered by her 
peopie was honed in the bestial realities of Guise Suffered -by be 
the a GWEREGGS of a woran centimetre home. She would be 
prepared tq ascend to the same levels of resistance which were accessible to 

her men. Even as she performed her housework, the black woman’s role in 
the slave community could not be identical to the historically evolved 
female role. Stripped of the palliative feminine veneer which might have 
encouraged a passive performance of domestic tasks, she was now uniquely 
capable of weaving into the warp and woof of domestic life a profound 
consciousness of resistance. 

With the contributions of strong black women, the slave community as 
a whole could achieve heights unscaleable within the families of the white 
oppressed or even within the patriarchal kinship groups of Africa. Latently 
or actively it was always a community of resistance. It frequently erupted in 
insurgency, but was daily animated by the minor acts of sabotage which 
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harassed the slave-master to no end. Had the black woman failed to rise to 
the occasion, the community of slaves could not have fully developed in this 
direction. The slave system would have to deal with the black woman as the 
custodian of a house of resistance. 

The oppression of black women during the era of slavery, therefore, had 
to be buttressed by a level of overt ruling-class repression. Her routine 
oppression had to assume an unconcealed dimension of outright counter- 
insurgency. 

To say that the oppression of black slave women necessarily incorpo- 
rated open forms of counter-insurgency is not as extravagant as it might 
initially appear. The penetration of counter-insurgency into the day-to-day 
routine of the slave-master’s domination will be considered towards the end 
of this paper. First, the participation of black women in the overt and 
explosive upheavals which constantly rocked the slave system must be 
confirmed. This will be an indication of the magnitude of her role as 
caretaker of a household of resistance — of the degree to which she could 
concretely encourage those around her to keep their eyes on freedom. It will 
also confirm the objective circumstances to which the slave-master’s 
counter-insurgency was a response: 

With the sole exceptions of Harriet Tubman and Sojourner Truth, black 
women of the slave era remain more or less enshrouded in unrevealed 
history. And, as Earl Conrad has demonstrated, even “General Tubman’s” 
role has been consistently and grossly minimized. She was a far greater 
warrior against slavery than is suggested by the prevalent misconception 
that her only outstanding contribution was to make nineteen trips into the 
South, bringing over 300 slaves to their freedom. 


[She] was head of the Intelligence Service in the Department of the South 
throughout the Civil War; she is the only American woman to lead troops 
black and white on the field of battle, as she did in the Department of the 
South. ... She was a compelling and stirring orator in the councils of the 
abolitionists and the anti-slavers, a favorite of the anti-slavery conferences. 
She was the fellow planner with Douglass, Martin Delany, Wendell Phillips, 
Gerrit Smith and other leaders of the anti-slavery movement.” 


No extensive and systematic study of the role of black women in resisting 
slavery has come to my attention. It has been noted that large numbers 
of freed black women worked towards the purchase of their relatives’ and 
friends’ freedom. About the participation of women in both the well-known 
and the more obscure slave revolts, only casual remarks have been made. It 
has been observed, for instance, that Gabriel’s wife was active in planning 
the rebellion spearheaded by her husband, but little else has been said 
about her. 
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The sketch which follows is based in its entirety on the works of Herbert 
Aptheker, the only resources available'to me at the time of this writing. n 
These facts, gleaned from Aptheker’s works on slavė revolts and other 
forms of resistance, should signal the urgency to undertake a thorough 
study of the black woman as anti-slavery rebel. 

Aptheker’s research has disclosed the widespread existence of communi- 
ties of blacks who were neither free nor in bondage. Throughout the South 
(in South and North Carolina, Virginia, Louisiana, Florida, Georgia, 
Mississippi and Alabama), maroon communities consisting of fugitive 
slaves-and' their descendants were “an ever present-feature” — from 1642 to 
1864 — of slavery. They provided “havens for fugitives, served as bases.for 
marauding expeditions against nearby plantations and, at times, supplied 
leadership to planned uprisings.” 

Every detail of these communities was invariably determined by and 
steeped in resistance, for their raison d’être emanated from their perpetual 
assault on slavery. Only in a fighting stance could the maroons hope to 
secure their constantly imperiled freedom. As a matter of necessity, the 
women of those communities were compelled to define themselves — no less 
than the men — through their many acts of resistance. Hence, throughout 
this brief survey the counter-attacks and heroic efforts at defense assisted by 
maroon women will be a recurring. motif. 

As it will be seen, black women often poisoned the food and set fire to 
the houses oftheir masters. For those who were also employed as domestics 
these particular overt forms of resistance were especially available. 

The vast majority of the incidents to be related involve either tactically 
unsuccessful assaults or eventually thwarted attempts at defense. In all 
likelihood, numerous successes were achieved, even against the formidable 
obstacles posed by the slave system. Many of these were probably 
unpublicized even at the time of their occurrence, lest they provide encour- 
agement to the-rebellious proclivities of other slaves and, for other slave- 
holders, an occasion for fear and despair. 

During the early years of the slave era (1708) a rebellion broke out in 
New York. Among its participants were surely many women, for one, along 
with three men, was executed in retaliation for the killing of seven whites. 
It may not be entirely insignificant that while the men were hanged, she was 
heinously burned alive.’° In the same colony, women played an active role 
in a 1712 uprising in the course of which slaves, with their guns, clubs, and 
knives, killed members of the slave-holding class and managed to wound 
others. While some of the insurgents — among them a pregnant woman — 
were captured, others — including a woman — committed suicide rather than 
surrender.’ 

“In New Orleans one day in 1730 a woman slave received ‘a violent blow 
from a French soldier for refusing to obey him’ and in her anger shouted 
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‘that the French should not long insult Negroes.’ ”!? As it was later dis- 
closed, she and undoubtedly many other women, had joined in a vast plan 
to destroy slave-holders. Along with eight men, this dauntless woman was 
executed. Two years later, Louisiana pronounced a woman and four men 
leaders of a planned rebellion. They were all executed and, in a typically 
savage gesture, their heads publicly displayed on poles.” 

Charleston, South Carolina condemned a black woman to die in 1740 
for arson,” a form of sabotage, as earlier noted, frequently carried out by 
women. In Maryland, for instance, a slave woman was executed in 1776 for 
having destroyed by fire her master’s house, his outhouses and tobacco 
house.” 

In the thick of the colonials’ war with England, a group of defiant slave 
women and men were arrested in Saint Andrew’s Parish, Georgia in 1774. 
But before they were captured, they had already brought a number of slave 
owners to their death.” 

The maroon..communities have been briefly described; from 1782 to 
1784, Louisiana was a constant target of maroon attacks. When twenty-five 
of this community’s members were finally taken prisoner, men and women 
alike were all severely punished.” 

As can be inferred from previous examples, the North did not escape the 
tremendous impact of fighting black women. In Albany, New York, two 
women were among three slaves executed for anti-slavery activities in 
1794.” The respect and admiration accorded the black woman fighter by 
her people is strikingly illustrated by an incident which transpired in York, 
Pennsylvania: when, during the early months of 1803, Margaret Bradley 
was convicted of attempting to poison two white people, the black inhabit- 
ants of the area revolted en masse. 


They made several attempts to destroy the town by fire and succeeded, within 
a period of three weeks, in burning eleven buildings. Patrols were established, 
strong guards set up, the militia dispatched to the scene of the unrest... 
and a reward of three hundred dollars offered for the capture of the 
insurrectionists.” 


A successful elimination by poisoning of several “of our respectable 
men” (said a letter to the governor of North Carolina) was met by the 
execution of four or five slaves. One was a woman who was burned alive.” 
In 1810, two women and a man were accused of arson in Virginia.” 

In 1811 North Carolina was the scene of a confrontation between a 
maroon community and a slave-catching posse. Local newspapers reported 
that its members “had bid defiance to any force whatever and were resolved 
to stand their ground.” Of the entire community, two were killed, one 
wounded and two — both women — were captured.” 
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Aptheker’s Documentary History of the Negro People in the United States 
contains a portion of the transcript of an 1812 confession of a slave rebel in 
Virginia. The latter divulged the information that a black woman brought 
him into a plan to kill their master and that yet another black woman had 
been charged with concealing him after the killing occurred.” 

In 1816 it was discovered that a community of three hundred escaped 
slaves — men, women, children — had occupied a fort in Florida. After the 
US Army was dispatched with instructions to destroy the community, a 
ten-day siege terminated with all but forty of the three hundred dead. All 
the slaves fought to the very end.” In the course of a similar, though smaller 
confrontation between maroons and a militia group (in South Carolina, 
1826), a woman and a child were killed.” Still another maroon community 
was attacked in Mobile, Alabama in 1837. Its inhabitants, men and women 
alike, resisted fiercely — according to local newspapers, “fighting like 
Spartans.” 

Convicted of having been among those who, in 1829, had been the cause 
of a devastating fire in Augusta, Georgia, a black woman was “executed, 
dissected, and exposed” (according to an English visitor). Moreover, the 
execution of yet another woman, about to give birth, was imminent.” 
During the same year, a group of slaves, being led from Maryland to be 
sold in the South, had apparently planned to kill the traders and make 
their way to freedom. One of the traders was successfully done away 
with, but eventually a posse captured all the slaves. Of the six leaders 
sentenced to death, one was a woman. She was first permitted, for reasons 
of economy, to give birth to her child.** Afterwards, she was publicly 
hanged. 

The slave class in Louisiana, as noted earlier, was not unaware of the 
formidable threat posed by the black woman who chose to fight. It re- 
sponded accordingly: in 1846 a posse of slave-owners ambushed a commu- 
nity of maroons, killing one woman and wounding two others. A black man 
was also assassinated.” Neither could the border states escape the recogni- 
tion that slave women were eager to battle for their freedom. In 1850 in the 
state of Missouri, “about thirty slaves, men and women, of four different 
owners, had armed themselves with knives, clubs and three guns and set 
out for a free state.” Their pursuers, who could unleash a far more powerful 
violence than they, eventually thwarted their plans.” 


This factual survey of but a few of the open acts of resistance in which 


black women played major roles will close with two further events. When a 
maroon camp in Mississippi was destroyed in 1857, four of its members did 
not manage to elude capture, one of whom was a fugitive slave woman.” All 
of them, women as well as men, must have waged a valiant fight. Finally, 
there occurred in October 1862, a skirmish between maroons and a scout- 
ing party of Confederate soldiers in the state of Virginia.” This time, 
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however, the maroons were the victors and it may well have been that some 
of the many women helped to put the soldiers to death. 

The oppression of slave women had to assume dimensions of open 
counter-insurgency. Against the background of the facts presented above, it 
would be difficult indeed to refute this contention. As for those who 
engaged in open battle, they were no less ruthlessly punished than slave 
men. It would even appear that in many cases they may have suffered 
penalties which were more excessive than those meted out to the men. On 
occasion, when men were hanged, the women were burned alive. If such 
practices were widespread, their logic would be clear. They would be 
terrorist methods designed to dissuade other black women from following 
the examples of their fighting sisters. If all black women rose up alongside 
their men, the institution of slavery would be in difficult straits. 

It is against the backdrop of her role as fighter that the routine oppres- 
sion of the slave woman must be explored once more. If she was burned, 
hanged, broken on the wheel, her head paraded on poles before her op- 
pressed brothets and sisters, she must have also felt the edge of this 
counter-insurgency as a fact of her daily existence. The slave system would 
not only have to.make conscious efforts to stifle the tendencies towards acts 
of the kind described above; it would be no less necessary to stave off escape 
attempts (escapes to maroon country!) and all.the various forms of sabotage 
within the system. Feigning illness was also resistance, as were work slow- 
downs and actions destructive to the crops. The more extensive these acts, 
the more the slave-holder’s profits would tend to diminish. 

While a detailed study of the myriad modes in which this counter- 
insurgency was manifested can and should be conducted, the following 
reflections will focus on a single aspect of the slave woman’s oppression 
particularly prominent in its brutality. 

Much has been said about the sexual abuses to which the black woman 
was forced to submit. They are generally explained as an outgrowth of the 
‘male supremacy of Southern culture: the purity of white womanhood could 
not be violated by the aggressive sexual activity desired by the white male. 
His instinctual urges would find expression in his relationships with his 
property — the black slave woman, who would have to become his unwilling 
concubine. No doubt there is an element of truth in these statements, but 
itis equally important to unearth the meaning of these sexual abuses from 


the vantage point of the woman who was assaulted. 


In keeping with the theme of these reflections, it will be submitted that 
the slave-master’s sexual domination of the black woman contained an 
unveiled element_of counter-insurgency. To understand the basis for this 
assertion, the dialectical moments of the slave woman’s oppression must be 
restated and their movement recaptured. The prime factor, it has been said, 
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was the total and violent expropriation of her labor with no compensation 
save the pittance necessary for bare existence. 

Secondly, as female, she was the housekeeper of the living quarters. In 
this sense, she was already doubly oppressed. However, having been 
wrested from passive, “feminine” existence by the sheer force of things — 
literally by forced labor — confining domestic tasks were incommensurable 
with what she had become. That is to say, by virtue of her participation in 
production, she would not act the part of the passive female, but could 
experience the same need as her men. to -challenge the conditions of her 
subjugation. As the center of domestic life, the only life at all removed from 
the arena of exploitation, and thus as an important source Of survival, the 
black woman could play a pivotal role in nurturing the thrust towards 
freedom. 

e slave-master would attem: rt this process. He knew that as 
female, this slave woman could be particularly vulnerable in her sexual 
existence. Although he would not pet her and deck her out in frills, the 
white master could endeavor to re-establish her femaleness by reducing 
her ta the level of her biological being. Aspiring with his sexual assaults 
to establish her as a female animal, he would be striving to destroy her 
proclivities towards resistance. Of the sexual relations of animals, taken at 
theix-abstract biological level (and not in terms of their quite different social 
potential for human beings), Simone de Beauvoir says the following: 


It is unquestionably the male who takes the female — she is taken. Often the 
word applies literally, for whether by means of special organs or through 
superior strength, the male seizes her and holds her in place; he performs the 
copulatory movements; and, among insects, birds, and mammals, he pen- 
etrates. ... Her body becomes a resistance to be broken through. .. 2 


The act of copulation, reduced by the white man to an animal-like act, 
would be symbolic of the effort to conquer the resistance the black woman 
could unloose. 

In confronting the black woman as adversary in a sexual contest, the 
master would be subjecting her to the most elemental form of terrorism 
distinctively suited for the female: rape. Given the already terroristic texture 
of plantation life, it would be as potential victim of rape that the slave 
woman would be most unguarded. Further, she might be most conve- 
niently manipulable if the master contrived a ransom system of sorts, 
forcing her to pay with her body for food, diminished severity in treatment, 
the safety of her children, etc. 

The integration of rape into the sparsely furnished legitimate social life of 
the slaves-harks back to the feudal “right of the first night,” the jus primae 
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noctis. The feudal lord manifested and reinforced his domination over the 
serfs by asserting his authority to have sexual intercourse with all the 
females. The right itself referred specifically to all freshly married women. 
But while the right to the first night eventually evolved into the institution- 
alized “virgin tax,”® the American slave-holder’s sexual domination never 
lost its openly terroristic character. 

As a direct attack on the black female as potential insurgent, this sexual 
repression finds its parallels in virtually every historical situation where the 
woman actively challenges oppression. Thus, Frantz Fanon could say of the 
Algerian woman, “A woman led away by soldiers who comes back a week 
later — it is not necessary to question her to understand that she has been 

dlated dozens of times.” 

j ‘In its political contours, the rape of the black woman was not exclusively 

# fàn attack upon her. Indirectly, its target was also the slave community as 
i ¿f a whole. In launching the sexual war on the woman, the master would not 
‘only assert his sovereignty over a critically important figure of the slave 
community, he would also be aiming a blow against the black man. The 
|A*sJatter’s instinct to protect his female relations and comrades (now stripped 
. ’X of its male supremacist implications) would be frustrated and violatéd to 
È the extreme. Placing the white male’s sexual barbarity in bold relief, Du 
Bois cries out in a rhetorical vein: “I shall forgive the South much in its final 
judgment day: I shall forgive its slavery, for slavery is a world-old habit; 
I shall forgive its fighting for a well-lost cause, and for remembering that 
` struggle with tender tears; I shall forgive its so-called ‘pride of race,’ the 
passion of its hot blood, and even its dear, old, laughable strutting and 
posing; but one thing I shall never forgive, neither in this world nor the 
world to come: its wanton and continued and persistent insulting of the 
black womanhood which it sought and seeks to prostitute to its lust.” 

The retaliatory import of the rape for the black man would be entrap- 
ment in an untenable situation. Clearly the master hoped that once the 
black man was struck by his manifest inability to rescue his women from 
sexual assaults of the master, he would begin to experience deep-seated 
doubts about his ability to resist at all. 

Certainly the wholesale rape of slave women must have had a profound 
impact on the slave community. Yet it could not succeed in its intrinsic aim 
of stifling the impetus towards struggle. Countless black women did not 
passively submit to these abuses, as the slaves in general refused to passively 
accept their bondage. The struggles of the slave woman in the sexual realm 
were a continuation of the resistance interlaced in the slave’s daily exist- 
ence. As such, this was yet another form of insurgency, a response to a 
politically tinged sexual repression. 

Even E. Franklin Frazier (who goes out of his way to defend the thesis 
that “the master in his mansion and his colored mistress in her special 
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house nearby represented the final triumph of social ritual in the presence 
of the deepest feelings of human solidarity”*’) could not entirely ignore the 
black woman who fought back. He notes: “That physical compulsion was 
necessary at times to secure submission on the part of black women .. . is 
supported by historical evidence and has been preserved in the tradition of 
Negro families.”“* 

The sexual contest was one of many arenas in which the black woman 
had to prove herself as a warrior apainst-eppression WhatPraztertmwill- 
ingly concedes would mean that countless thikiren brutally fathered by 
whites were conceived in the thick of battle. Frazier himself cites the story 
of a black woman whose great grandmother, a former slave,.would describe 
with great zest the battles behind all her numerous scars — that is, all save 
one. In response to questions concerning the unexplained scar, she had 
always simply said: “White men are as low as dogs, child, stay away from 
them.” The mystery was not unveiled until after the death of this brave 
woman: “She received that scar at the hands of her master’s youngest son, 
a boy of about eighteen years at the time she conceived their child, my 
grandmother Ellen.”” 

An intricate and savage web of oppression intruded at every moment 
into the black woman’s life during slavery. Yet a single theme appears at 
every juncture: the woman transcending, refusing, fighting back, asserting 
herself over and against terrifying obstacles. It was not her comrade brother 
against whom her incredible strength was directed. She fought alongside 
her man, accepting or providing guidance according to her talents and the 
nature of their tasks. She was in no sense an authoritarian figure; neither-her 
domestic role nor her acts of resistance could relegate the man to the 
shadows. On the. contrary, she herself had just been forced to leave behind 
the shadowy realm of female passivity in order to-assume her rightful place 
beside the insurgent male. 

This portrait cannot, of course, presume to represent every individual 
slave woman. It is rather a portrait of the potentials and possibilities 
inherent in the situation to which slave women were anchored. Invariably 
there were those who did not realize this potential. There were those who 
were indifferent and a few who were outright traitors. But certainly they 
were not the vast majority. The image of black women enchaining their 
men, cultivating relationships with the oppressor, is a cruel fabrication 
whith must be called by its right name. It is a dastardly ideological weapon 
designed to impair our capacity for resistance today by foisting upon us the 
ideal of male supremacy. 

According to a time-honored principle, advanced by Marx, Lenin, 
Fanon, and numerous other theorists, the status of women in any given 
society is a barometer measuring the overall level of social development. As 
Fanon has masterfully shown, the strength and efficacy of social struggles — 
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and especially revolutionary movements — bear an immediate relationship 
to the range and quality of female participation. 

The meaning of this principle is strikingly illustrated by the role of the 
black woman during slavery. Attendant to the indiscriminate, brutal pursuit 
of profit, the slave woman attained a correspondingly brutal status of 
equality. But in practice, she could work up a fresh content for this de- 
formed equality by inspiring and participating in acts of resistance of every 
form and color. She could turn the weapon of equality in struggle against 
the avaricious slave system which had engendered the mere caricature of 
equality in oppression. The black woman’s activities increased the total 
incidence of anti-slavery assaults. But most important, without consciously 
rebellious black women, the theme of resistance could not have become so 
thoroughly intertwined in the fabric of daily existence. The status of black 
women within the community of slaves was definitely a barometer indicat- 
ing the overall potential for resistance. 

This process-did not end with the formal dissolution of slavery. Under 
the impact of racism, the black woivian has been continually constrained to 
inject herself into the desperate struggle for existence. She — like her man — 
has been compelled to work for wages, providing for her family as she was 
previously forced to provide for the slave-holding class. The infinitely 
onerous nature of this equality should never be overlooked. For the black 
woman has always also remained harnessed to the chores of the household. 
Yet, she could never be exhaustively defined by her uniquely “female” 
responsibilities. 

As a result, black women have made significant contributions to 
struggles against the racism and the dehumanizing exploitation of a wrongly 
organized society. In fact, it would appear that the intense levels of resis- 
tance historically maintained by black people and thus the historical func- 
tion of the black liberation struggle as harbinger of change throughout the 
society are due in part to the greatet objective equality between the black 
man and the black woman. Du Bois put it this way: “In the great rank and 
file of our five -million women, we have the up-working of new revolutionary 
ideals, which must in time have vast influence on the thought and action of 
this land.”*° 

Official and unofficial attempts to blunt the effects of the egalitarian 
tendencies as between the black man and woman should come as no 
surprise. The matriarch concept, embracing the clichéd “female castrator,” 
is, in the last instance, an open weapon of ideological warfare. Black men 
and women alike remain its potential victims — men unconsciously lunging 
at the woman, equating her with the myth, women sinking back into the 
shadows, lest an aggressive posture resurrect the myth in themselves. 

The myth must be consciously repudiated as myth and the black woman 
in her true historical contours must be resurrected. We, the black women of 
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today, must accept the full weight of a legacy wrought in blood by our 
mothers in chains. Our fight, while identical in spirit, reflects different 
conditions and thus implies different paths of struggle. But as heirs to a 
tradition of supreme perseverance and heroic resistance, we must hasten to 
take our place wherever our people are forging on towards freedom. 
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Rape, Racism, and the 
Capitalist Setting 


Some of the most flagrant symptoms of social deterioration are acknow- 
ledged as serious problems only when they have assumed such epidemic 
proportions that they appear to defy solution. Rape is a case in point. After 
ages of silence, suffering, and misplaced guilt, sexual violence is emerging 
as a serious problem plaguing present-day capitalist society. 

There is nothing new about rape itself; what is new is its pervasiveness 
and seeming uncontrollability in capitalist countries today. Although it is 
shocking enough to learn that in the United States, for example, rape is now 
the fastest growing violent crime,’ the profoundly pathological nature of 
this epidemic cannot be genuinely understood unless the high incidence of 
sexual violence in the capitalist countries is contracted with its virtual 
absence in the socialist world.* 

The infrequent occurrence of rape in socialist countries boldly contra- 
dicts a widespread assumption in the anti-rape movement: that the roots 
of the urge to rape lie in the instinctual make-up of men. What appears, 
instead, to be confirmed is the connection between the rising number of 
rapes and the social relations of capitalism. It is in this context that serious 
questions must be raised about anti-rape measures which rely in the first 
place on the repressive powers of the criminal justice system. 

It is true, of course, that if men rape because they are men — as Susan 
Brownmiller and other theorists have argued — women will always be forced 
to regard the police, courts, and prisons as their only glimmer of hope. If, 
on the other hand, the incentives for rape are not a natural product of male 


2 Author’s note, 1998: Information regarding rape in the then socialist countries was not read- 
ily available at the time this essay was written. Today I would argue for a relationship be- 
tween sexual violence and capitalist economies that is far more complex than this analysis 
acknowledges. 

This essay first appeared in The Black Scholar, vol. 9, no. 7 (April 1978). An extended version, 
entitled “Rape, Racism, and the Myth of the Black Rapist,” appeared in Women, Race, and 
Class by Angela Y. Davis (New York: Random House, 1981). Reprinted by permission of The 
Black Scholar journal. 
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anatomy or psychology, but are rather social in nature, the prospects for 
eradicating sexual violence will depend on changes of an entirely different 
order. 

In the US and other capitalist countries, rape laws were originally framed 
for the protection of men of the upper classes, whose women ran the risk of 
being assaulted. What happens to working-class women has always been 
of little concern to the courts. As a result, appallingly few rapists have been 
prosecuted — appallingly few, that is, if black men are exempted from 
consideration. While rapists of working-class women have so rarely been 
brought to justice, rape charges have been aimed indiscriminately at black 
men, guilty and innocent alike. Thus, of the 455 men executed between 
1930 and 1967 for rape convictions, 405 of them were black.” 


In the history of the United States, the fraudulent rape charge is one of | 
the most formidable artifices invented by racism. The myth of the black: 


rapist has been methodically conjured up when recurrent waves of violence 
and terror against the black community required a convincing explanation. 
If black women are conspicuously absent from the ranks of the anti-rape 
movement today, it is, in large part, their way of protesting the movement’s 
posture of indifference toward the frame-up rape charge as an incitement to 
racist aggression. Too many innocents have been sacrificed to gas chambers 
and lifer’s cells for black women to seek aid from police and judges. 
Moreover, as rape victims themselves, they have found little if any 
sympathy from these men in uniforms and robes. And stories about police 
assaults on black rape victims are heard too frequently to be dismissed as 
aberrations. 

That black women have not joined the anti-rape movement en masse 
does not mean that they oppose anti-rape measures in general. It was black 
women, after all, who conducted many decades ago the very first organized 
protest against sexual abuse. Their eighty-year-old tradition of organized 
struggle against rape is a reflection of the fact that for black women, the 
threat of sexual abuse has always loomed large. Indeed, one of the salient 
historical features of racism has been the assumption that white men — 
primarily those who are economically powerful — possess an incontestable 
right of access to black women’s bodies. 

Slavery relied as much on routine sexual abuse as on the whip and the 
lash. Excessive sex urges, whether they existed among individual white men 
or not, had nothing to do with this institutionalized rape. Sexual coercion 
was an essential dimension of the social relations between slave-master and 
slave. In other words, the right claimed by slave-owners and their agents 
over the bodies of female slaves was a direct expression of their presumed 
property rights over black people in general. The license to rape derived 
from and facilitated the ruthless economic domination that was the grue~ 
some hallmark of slavery. 
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This pattern of institutionalized sexual abuse was so strongly established 
that it survived the abolition of slavery. The group rapes committed by 
the Ku Klux Klan and other terrorist organizations of the post-Civil War 
period were thinly disguised political weapons — attempts to thwart. the 
drive for black equality. Meanwhile, the daily drama of racism continued to 
unfold in the countless anonymous confrontations between black women 
and those white men who were convinced that rape was only natural. These 
assaults were ideologically sanctioned by politicians, historians, novelists 
and other public figures who systematically represented black women -as 
promiscuous and immoral. Not even writers like Gertrude Stein could 
resist: one of her black women characters “had the simple, promiscuous 
unmorality of the black people.”* The imposition of this attitude on white 
men of the working class was a key element in the development of racist 
ideology. 

Racism has always bolstered sexual coercion. While black women and 
their sisters of color have been the main targets, white women have suffered 
as well. For, once white men were persuaded that they could commit sexual 
assaults on women of color with impunity, their conduct toward women of 
their own race could not have remained unscarred. To what extent has 
racism served as a provocation to rape? To what extent have white women 
become victims of the ricochet fire of racist-inspired sexual abuse? These 
are questions which deserve far more attention than they have received 
within the anti-rape movement. 

If there has ever been any doubt about the importance of these ques- 
tions, the Vietnam experience certainly should have dispelled it. Because it 
was drummed into the heads of US soldiers that they were confronting an 
inferior race, they could be made to believe that raping Vietnamese women 
was a necessary soldierly duty. They could even be instructed to “search” 
the women with their penises. [t was the unwritten policy of the US Military 
Command to systematically encourage rape, for it was an extremely effect- 
ive weapon of mass terrorism.* 

Where are. the thousands upon thousands of Vietnam veterans who 
witnessed and participated in these horrors? How did that experience 
condition their attitudes toward women in general? While it would be quite 
erroneous to single out Vietnam veterans as the main perpetrators of sexual 
crimes, there can be little doubt that the horrendous echoes of Vietnam are 
still being heard by women of all colors in the United States today. 

It is a painful irony that the very anti-rape theorists who fail to explore 
the part played by racism in instigating rape single out men of color as 
those most likely to assault women. In her widely read study of rape, Susan 
Brownmiller claims that the historical oppression of black men has deprived 
them of many of the “legitimate” modes of expressing their male supre- 
macist proclivities. They resort, therefore, to acts of sexual violence. 
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Describing “ghetto inhabitants,” Brownmiller contends that corporate 
executive dining rooms and climbs up Mount Everest are not usually 
accessible to those who form the subculture of violence. Access to a female 
body — through force — is within their ken.” 

Brownmiller is not alone among contemporary theorists in arguing that 
black men are disproportionately inclined to become rapists. This passage 
from Jean MacKellar’s Rape: The Bait and the Trap is a sample of the ideas 
to be found in the current literature on rape. “Blacks raised in the hard life 
of the ghetto learn that they can get what they want only by seizing it. 
Violence is the rule in the game for survival. Women are fair prey: to obtain 
a woman one subdues her.” 

MacKellar has been so completely mesmerized by the myth of the black 
rapist that she makes the unabashed claim that 90 percent of all reported 
rapes in the US are committed by black men. Inasmuch as the FBI’s 
corresponding figure is 47 percent, it is difficult to believe that MacKellar’s 
statement is not an intentional ‘provocation. 

All recent studies on rape in the United States have acknowledged the 
disparity between the actual incidence of sexual assaults and those that are 
reported to the police. According to Brownmiller, for example, reported 
rapes range anywhere from one in five to one in twenty.’ The discrepancy 
may be even greater: a study published by the New York Radical Feminists 
concludes that reported rapes may run as low as 5 percent.® There is, 
nevertheless, a tendency to equate the “police blotter rapist” with the 
“typical rapist” in much of the literature against rape. If this tendency 
persists, it will be impossible to uncover the real causes of rape. 

Diana Russell’s The Politics of Rape reinforces the current notion that the 
typical rapist is a man of color or, if he is white, a poor or working-class 
man. Her book is based on a series of interviews conducted with rape 
victims in the San Francisco Bay Area. Of the twenty-two cases she de- 
scribes, twelve, i.e. more than half, involve women who have been raped by 
black, Chicano, or Native American men. It is revealing that of the original 
95 interviews she recorded during the preparation of her book, only 26 
percent involved men of color. If this dubious process of selection is not 
enough to evoke deep suspicions of racism, consider the advice she offers to 
white women: “If some black men see rape of white women as an act of 
revenge or as a justifiable expression of hostility toward whites, I think it is 
equally realistic for white women to be less trusting of black men than many 
of them are.”” i : 

Brownmiller, MacKellar, and Russell succumb to the old racist sophistry 
of blaming the victim. Whether innocently or consciously, their pronounce- 
ments have facilitated the resurrection of the timeworn myth of the black 
rapist. Their historical myopia further prevents them from comprehending 
_ the way in which the portrayal of black men as rapists reinforces racism’s 
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open invitation to white men to sexually avail themselves of black women’s 
bodies. 

The fictional image of the black man as rapist has always strengthened its 
inseparable companion; the image of the black woman as chronically pro- 
miscuous; for once the notion is accepted that black men harbor irresistible, 
animal-like sexual urges, the entire race is invested with bestiality If black 
men are ravishers of white women, black women must welcome the sexual 
attentions of white men. “Loose” women and whores, their claims of rape 
will always lack legitimacy. 

The spectre of the black rapist could come alive only with its terrible 
powers of persuasion within the irrational world of racist ideology. But it is 
not enough to relegate the black rapist to the cast of fictional characters 
peopling racist mythology. However irrational the myth may be, it was not 
a spontaneous aberration. It was, on the contrary, a distinctly political 
invention. Unless its historical genesis is understood, the myth of the black 
rapist can never be torn down. 

When black men were slaves, they were not labeled unrestrained rapists; 
as astounding as it may sound, there was not a single publicized accusation 
of rape against black males during the entire Civil War. It was Frederick 
Douglass who pointed out that this alleged rape instinct would certainly 
have been activated at a time when white women were unprotected by their 
male guardians, who had left en masse for the front.!? 

In the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, the specter of the black 
rapist had not yet appeared on the historical scene. But lynchings, reserved 
during slavery for white abolitionists, were proving to be valuable political 
weapons. Before lynching could be consolidated as a popularly accepted 
institution, however, its savagery had to be justified convincingly. ‘These 
were the circumstances which spawned the myth of thé black rapist, for the 
rape charge turned out to be the most powerful of several attempts to justify 
the institution of lynching. Lynching, in turn, complemented by the sys- 
tematic rape of black women, became an essential ingredient of a strategy 
of terror that guaranteed the over-exploitation of black labor and, after the 
dismantling of gains made during the reconstruction, the political domina- 
tion of black people as a whole. 

The northern capitalist takeover of the post-war southern economy 
gave lynching its most vigorous impulse. If black people could remain the 
most intensively exploited group within the swelling ranks of the working 
class, a twofold advantage could be enjoyed by the capitalists; extra profits 
would result from over-exploitation, and white workers’ hostilities toward 
their employers could be defused. The second advantage was critical, for 
the white worker who assumed a racist posture toward the black worker 
would consequently feel a racial affinity — or even solidarity — with the 
bosses he should have been challenging. 
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Had black people accepted this stamp of economic and political inferior- 
ity passively, the necessity for lynching would not have arisen. But lynch- 
ings did occur — more than ten thousand during the three decades following 
the war’! — because vast numbers of ex-slaves would not willingly discard 
their dreams of progress. Anyone challenging the racial hierarchy became 
a potential victim of the mob. The endless rostet of dead came to 
include every sort of insurgent, from the owners of successful black busi- 
nesses and workers pressing for higher wages to those who refused to be 
called “boy” and the defiant women who resisted white men’s sexual 
attentions. 

The number of lynch victims actually accused of rape is signally unim- 
pressive. Yet public opinion had been captured by the myth of the black 
rapist, who was denounced in legislatures and pulpits alike. It was simply 
taken for granted that lynching was a just response to barbarous sexual 
crimes against white womanhood. That the majority of lynchings did not 
even involve an alleged rape was entirely hidden by the blinding power of 
the myth. And the question remained unasked: what about the numerous 
black women who were lynchéd and especially those who were raped before 
they were murdered? 

Given the central role played by the fictional black rapist in the shaping 
of post-slavery racism, it is, at best, irtesponsible theorizing to represent 
black men today as the most frequent perpetrators of sexual violence. At 
worst, it is an aggression against black people, for the mythical rapist 
implies the mythical whore — and a race of rapists and whores deserves 
punishment. But beyond irresponsibility and racist provocations, the failure 
to expose the ideological illusion behind the persisting belief that black men 
are incorrigible rapists will lead to devastating distortions in any theory of 
rape. 

If this myth is not still insidiously at work, how can we account for the 
failure of those anti-rape theorists to examine the enormous disparity 
between reported rapes and those whiclr remain anonymous? As long as the 
analysis focuses on accused rapists who are arrested, black men — and other 
men of color — will inevitably bear a disproportionate responsibility for the 
current epidemic of sexual violence. And thus the myth is confirmed. The 
anonymity characterizing the vast majority of rapes is consequently treated 
as an incidental detail with purely statistical implications or as a mystery 
whose meaning is inaccessible. ` 

Is this anonymity really so incidental or mysterious? Or is it not rather a 
privilege enjoyed by men whose status protects them from prosecution? 
Although men who are employers, executives, politicians, doctors, and 
professors are known for their tendency to “take advantage of” women they- 
consider socially inferior to them, it is seldom the case that their deeds 
come to light in court. Is it not, then, quite probable that these men of the 
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capitalist and middle classes account for a significant proportion of unre- 
ported rapes? 

Many of these unreported rapes undoubtedly involve black women as 
victims. The historical experience of black women proves nothing about 
sexual abuse at all if not that racist ideology implies an open invitation to 
rape. But if the hidden basis of this implied: invitation is economic power, 
then it must be the class structure of capitalist society that harbors the 
incentive to rape. It seems, in fact, that men of the capitalist class and their 
middle-class partners are immune to prosecution because they commit 
sexual assaults with the same unchallenged authority that legitimizes their 
daily assaults on the labor and dignity of working people. 

The widespread sexual coercion that occurs on the job has never been 
much of a secret. Indeed, it is precisely on the job that women are most 
vulnerable. Having already established their domination over their female 
subordinates, employers, managers, and foremen may well be convinced 
that they can assert this authority in sexual terms. That working-class 
women are even more intensely exploited than their men increases their 
vulnerability to rape, while sexual coercion reinforces their vulnerability on 
the job. 

Working-class men, whatever their color, can be motivated to rape by 
the belief that their maleness has accorded them the privilege of dominating 
women. Yet since they have no guarantee of immunity from prosecution — 
unless it is a white man who rapes a woman of color — the incentive i$ not 
nearly as powerful as it is for the men of the capitalist class. When working- 
class men accept the invitation to rape extended through the ideology of 
male supremacy, they are accepting a bribe, an illusory cémpensation for 
powerlessness. 

It would appear, therefore, that those men who wield power in the 
economic and political realm are encouraged by the class structure of 
capitalism to become agents of sexual exploitation. Their authority guards 
them against punishment in all circles except one: they may not violate a 
woman of their own standing. Or, in less euphemistic terms, they possess 
no. rights over the property of their equals, wives and daughters included. 
With this single exception, the man of authority can rape as he will, for he 
is merely exercising his authority. 

The only absolute privilege to rape enjoyed by working-class men is 
reserved for white men alone and can only be invoked when a woman of 
color is victimized. While these men may be motivated by the sexist illusion 
of power to rape women of their own race, the likelihood that actual assaults 
will occur is increased by patterns of conduct toward women that arise from 
a racialized assumption of the right to rape. But for the white man who rapes 
within his own race (as for other intra-racial rapes) there is always some risk 
of prosecution. Where working-class people are involved, the rapist always 
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has greater odds than his victim (unless, of course, a black-on-white rape is 
at issue). Yet he can never overcome the vulnerability of his class position, 
which, in the final analysis, leaves him at the mercy of the courts.* 

The current increase in sexual assaults appears to confirm the part 
played by capitalist class relations in providing an incentive for rape. It is no 
mere coincidence that the present rape epidemic is occurring at a time 
when the capitalist class is furiously reasserting its authority in the face of 
global and internal challenges. Central to its domestic strategy, both racism 
and sexism are receiving unprecedented encouragement. 

It would be difficult to argue that the eroding position of women workers 
bears no relationship to the rising incidence of rape. So severe are women’s 
economic losses that their wages in relationship to men are lower than they 
were a decade ago. The proliferation of sexual violence is the brutal face of 
a general intensification of sexism which necessarily accompanies the eco- 
nomic assault. 

Following a pattern established by racism, the attack on women mirrors 
the worsening situation of workers of color, the mounting evidence of 
racism in the judicial system and educational institutions, as well as the 
government’s posture of studied neglect toward black people and other 
people of color. The most dramatic sign of the rising level of racism is the 
rapid expansion of such vigilante groups as the Ku Klux Klan and the, 
resulting epidemic of violent assaults on blacks, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, 
and Native American Indians. As the most dramatic sign of the excessive 
influence of sexism, the present rape epidemic bears an extraordinary 
likeness to the violence kindled by racism. 

Given the complexity of the social context of rape today, any attempt 
to treat it as an isolated phenomenon is bound to founder. For the same 
reason, an effective strategy against rape must aim for much more than the 
eradication of the act alone. It must even aim for more than the elimination 
of sexism alone. Recognizing the part played by racism in abetting sexual 
violence, the anti-rape movement must not only defend women of color, it 
must also defend growing numbers of victims of false rape charges. 

As important as it may be to defend victims of all colors, a strategy of 
defense alone will hardly succeed in arresting the rape epidemic. The 
causes of this phenomenon must be attacked. For instance, offensive meas- 
ures which can force an improvement in the status of women workers — 
especially women of color — can reduce the overall vulnerability of women 
to rape. 

The crisis dimensions of sexual violence constitute one of the facets of a 
deep-going crisis of capitalism. Even if this crisis subsides, however, the 


* Author’s note: This analysis does not pay sufficient attention to the relative invisibility of 
black-on-black rape. 
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problem of rape will remain. As the violent face of sexism, the threat of rape 
will exist as long as capitalist society survives. If the anti-rape movement is to 
avoid the dilemma of Sisyphus, its current activities — ranging from emo- 
tional and legal aid to defense methods and educational campaigns — must 
be complemented by larger offensive-measures and situated in a strategic 
context which envisages the ultimate defeat of monopoly capitalism. 
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Violence Against Women - 
and the Ongoing Challenge 
to Racism 


Even tonight and I need to take a walk and clear 
my head about this poem about why I can’t 

go.out without changing my clothes my shoes 

my body posture my gender identity my age 

my status as a woman alone in the evening/ 

alone on the streets/alone not being the point/ 

the point being that I can’t do what I want 

to do with my own body because I am the wrong 
sex the wrong age the wrong skin and. 

suppose it was not here in the city but down on the 
beach/ j 

or far into the woods and I wanted to go 

there by myself thinking about God/or thinking 
about children or thinking about the world/all of it 
disclosed by the stars and the silence: 

I could not go and I could not think and I could not 
stay there 

alone 

as I need to be 

alone because I can’t do what I want to do with my own 
body and 

who in the hell set things up 

like this . 

and in France they say if the guy penetrates 

but does not ejaculate then he did not rape me 

and if after stabbing him if after screams if 

after begging the bastard and if even after smashing 
a hammer to his head if even after that if he 


This essay, which is based on a talk delivered at Florida State University, Tallahassee, Florida, 
October 16, 1985, was published the same year by Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, as 
a pamphlet in the Freedom Organizing Series. Copyright © 1985 by Angela Y. Davis. The 
excerpt from June Jordan’s “Poem About My Rights” is used by kind permission of the author. 
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and his buddies fuck me after that 
then I consented and there was 
no rape because finally you understand finally 
they fucked me over because I was wrong I was 
wrong again to be me being-me where I was/wrong 
to be who I am 
which is exactly like South Africa 
penetrating into Namibia penetrating into 
Angola and does that mean I mean how do you know if 
Pretoria ejaculates what will the evidence look like the 
proof of the monster jackboot ejaculation on Blackland 
and if 
after Namibia and if after Angola and if after Zimbabwe 
and if after all of my kinsmen and women resist even to 
self-immolation of the villages and if after that 
we lose nevertheless what will the big boys say will they 
claim my consent: 
Do You Follow Me: We are the wrong people of 
the wrong skin on the wrong continent and what 
-in the hell is everybody being reasonable about . . . 
June Jordan, “Poem About My Rights”! 


June Jordan’s poem draws some striking parallels between sexual violence 
against individual women and neo-colonial violence against peoples and 
nations. I share her words with you this evening in order to suggest that we 
cannot grasp the true nature of sexual assault unless we consider its larger 
social and political context. During this week of anti-rape ‘activities and 
consciousness-raising, you will be specifically focusing on sexual violence 
as it affects women as individuals. At the same time, you must attempt to 
develop an awareness of its relationship to the Violence suffered, for ex- 
ample, by the péople of Nicaragua, the people of South Africa, and indeed 
Afro-American people and other racially oppressed people here in the 
United States. 

Rape, sexual extortion, battering, spousal rape, child sexual abuse and 
incest are among the many forms of overt sexual violence suffered by 
millions of women in this country. We also experience violence aimed at 
our reproductive choices and sexuality when we are denied access to 
abortion rights because federal subsidies for abortion have been withdrawn 
and because abortion clinics are increasingly becoming targets of terrorist 
bombings. Here in Tallahassee, numerous bomb threats have been made 
against the Feminist Women’s Health Clinic and when anti-abortion dem- 
onstrators attacked the niece of one of the clinic’s coordinators, it was she 
and others associated with the clinic who were arrested. 

Poor women, and specifically women of color, continue to be targets of 
sterilization abuse. Innumerable women injure their bodies with the Dalkon 
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shield and other potentially fatal methods of birth control, while differently 
abled women are assumed to be non-sexual and to therefore have no special 
birth control needs. Reproductive rights, however, involve more than ac- 
cess to abortions and safe birth control methods. They encompass, for 
example, the right of lesbians to reproduce outside of the confines of 
heterosexual relationships. 

These particular manifestations of violence against women are situ- 
ated on a larger continuum of systematic and equally violent assaults on 
women’s economic and political rights, especially the rights of women of 
color and their white working-class sisters. The dreadful rape epidemic of 
our times, which has become so widespread that one out of every three 
women in this country can expect to be raped at some point during her life, 
directly reflects the deteriorating economic and social status of women 
today. Moreover, this rising violence against women is related to domestic 
racial violence as well as to global imperialist aggression. In fact, the 
conduct of the Reagan administration over the last four and a half years 
makes clear the fact that it is not only the most sexist government — the only 
one, for example, to actively oppose the Equal Rights Amendment at the 
same time that it supports the sexist and homophobic Family Life Amend- 
ment; it is not only the most racist government, persistently attempting to 
dismantle thirty years of gains by the civil rights movement; but it is also by 
far the most fiercely warmongering government of this century. Indeed for 
the first time in the history of humankind, we face the very real threat of 
global nuclear omnicide. l 

But let us focus more sharply on the issue of sexual assaults against 
women and our challenge to this misogynist violence. The contemporary 
anti-rape movement began to take shape during the early 1970s, shortly 
after the emergence of the women’s liberation movement. Along with the 
campaign to decriminalize abortion, the anti-rape movement proved to be 
the most dramatic activist mass movement associated with the fight for 
women’s freedom. In January of 1971, the New York Radical Feminists 
organized a Rape Speak-Out which, for the first time in history, provided 
large numbers for women with a forum in which to publicly relate their 
often terrifying individual experiences of rape.” Also in 1971, women in 
Berkeley responded to the painfully discriminatory treatment received by 
rape survivors in police departments, hospitals, and the courts by organiz- 
ing a community-based 24-hour crisis line known as Bay Area Women 
Against Rape. This Crisis Center was the model for countless other similar 
institutions which arose throughout the country during the 1970s. It is still 
operating today, almost fifteen years later. 

In 1971, Susan Griffin published an historic article in Ramparts maga- 
zine entitled “Rape: The All American Crime.” Her article opened with 
these words: 
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I have never been free of the fear of rape. From a very early age I, like most 
women, have thought of rape as part of my natural environment — something 
to be feared and prayed against like fire or lightning. I never asked why men 
raped; I simply thought it one of the many mysteries of human nature. 

At the age of eight...my grandmother took me to the back of the 
house where the men wouldn’t hear, and told me that strange men wanted 
to do harm to little girls. I learned not to walk on dark streets, not to 
talk to strangers or get into strange cars, to lock doors, and to be modest. 
She never explained why a man would want to harm a little girl, and I never 
asked. 

If I thought for a while that my grandmother’s fears were imaginary, the 
illusion was brief. That year, on the way home from school, a schoolmate a 
few years older than I tried to rape me. Later in an obscure aisle of the local 
library (while I was reading Freddy the Pig) I turned to discover a man 
exposing himself. Then, the friendly man around the corner was arrested for 
child molesting. 


Virtually all of us have had one or another of these childhood experi- 
ences. I recall when I was an elementary school student — I must have been 
about ten years old — a girlfriend of mine who lived around the corner 
suddenly disappeared for a week or so. During her absence from school, 
there were embarrassed whispers that she had been raped. When she 
returned, she never mentioned the reason for her absence and no one dared 
attempt to break through her shroud of silence. I remember distinctly that 
all of the hushed conversations behind her back assumed that my friend had 
done something terribly wrong, and she walked around with è mysterious 
‘aura of immorality surrounding her for the rest of the time we spent in 
elementary school. More than any of the other girls, she was the target of 
the boys’ sexual jeers. Assuming that she had transgressed against the moral 
standards of our community, no one ventured to argue that she was the 
tragic victim of a crime, which should never have gone uninvestigated and 
unpunished. 

The anti-rape movement of the early seventies challenged miany of the 
prevalent myths regarding rape. For example, women militantly refuted the 
myth that the rape victim is morally responsible for the crime committed 
against her — a myth which is based upon the notion that women have 
control over whether or not their bodies are violated during the act of rape. 
Defense attorneys sometimes attempted to demonstrate the supposed 
impossibility of rape by asking witnesses to insert a phallic object into a 
receptacle which was being rapidly moved from one point to another. Oleta 
Abrams, one of the co-founders of Bay Area Women Against Rape, has 
related an anecdote which clearly reveals the most probable power relations 
in an actual rape incident. When a policeman asked a woman to insert his 
billy club into a cup which he continually maneuvered around, the woman 
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simply took the club and struck him on the shoulder causing him to drop 
the cup, into which she easily inserted the billy club. l 
Another widespread myth is that if a woman does not resist, she is 
implicitly inviting the violation of her body. Compare this assumption with 
those concerning the criminal violation of property. Is a businessman asked 
to resist the encroachment of a robber in order to guarantee that his 
‘property rights will be protected by the courts? Even today; the persisting 
mystification of rape causes it to be perceived as a victim-precipitated 
crime, as illustrated by the 1977 ruling of a Wisconsin judge who found 
a fifteen-year-old male’s rape of a teenager, who was wearing a loose shirt, 
Levi’s and tennis shoes, to be a “normal” reaction to the “provocative” 
dress of the young woman. l 
Although there is a pervasive fear among most women of being raped, at 
the same time, many women feel that it cannot really happen to them. Yet 
one out of three women will be sexually assaulted in her lifetime, and one out 
of four girls will be raped before the age of eighteen. Despite these startling 
statistics, there is only a 4 percent conviction rate of rapists — and these 
conyictions only reflect the minute percentage of rapes that are actually 
reported. l 
Rape happens anytime, anywhere, to females of all ages — from infants of 
four months to women over ninety years old, although the single largest 
group of rape survivors is composed of adolescent girls between the ages of 
sixteen and eighteen. Rape happens to women of all races and all classes, 
regardless of their sexual orientation. y 
Although most of us tend to visualize rape episodes as sudden, unantici- 
pated attacks by total strangers, most victims actually know their rapists 
and, in fact, more than half of all rapes occur in the home of either the 
survivor or the offender. Furthermore, it is often assumed that rape is an act 
of lust and that, consequently, rapists are men who cannot control their 
sexual desire. The truth, though, is that most rapists do not impulsively 
rape in order to satisfy an uncontrollable sexual passion. Instead, men’s 
motives for rape often arise from their socially imposed need to exercise 
power and control over women through the use of violence. Most rapists 
indeed are not psychopaths, as we are led to believe by typical media 
portrayals of men who commit crimes of sexual violence.. To the contrary, 
the overwhelming majority of rapists would be considered “normal” ac- 
cording to prevailing social standards of male normality. l l 
Certainly, the most insidious myth about rape is that it is most likely to 
be committed by a black man. As a direct consequence of rampant racism, 
white women are socialized to harbor far more fear that they will be raped 
by a black man than by a white man. In actuality, however, as a direct result 
of the fact that white men compose a larger proportion of the population, 
many more rapes are committed by whitẹ men than by black men. But as 
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a consequence of this country’s history of ubiquitous racism in law enforce- 
ment, there is a disproportionately large number. of black men in prison on 
the basis of rape convictions. The myth of the black rapist renders people 
oblivious to the realities of rape and to the fact, for example, that over 
90 percent of all rapes are intra-racial rather than inter-racial. Moreover, 
as pointed out in studies on sexual assault — and as was indeed the case 
during the era of slavery — proportionately more white men rape black 
women than black men rape white women. Nonetheless, the average white 
woman in this country maintains a far greater suspicion of black men than 
of white men as potential rapists. These distorted social attitudes, which are 
shaped by prevailing racist ideas, constitute an enormous obstacle to the 
development of a movement which can win victories in the struggle against 
rape. 

If we examine some of the reasons why it has been such an arduous 
process to lay the foundation for an effective multiracial anti-rape move- 
ment, the influence of the myth of the black rapist plays a pivotal role. 
During the early seventies, when the anti-rape campaign was in its infancy, 
the presence of Afro-American women in that movement was a rarity. This 
no doubt was in part attributable to the relatively low level of awareness 
regarding the interconnectedness of racism and sexism in general among 
the white women who initiated the women’s liberation movement. At the 
same time, anti-rape activists failed to develop an understanding of the 
degree to which rape and the racist use of the fraudulent rape charge are 
historically inseparable. If, throughout our history in this couħtry, the rape 
of black women by white men has constituted a political weapon of terror, 
then the flip side of the coin has been the frame-up rape charge directed at 
black men. Thousands of terroristic lynchings haye been justified by con- 
juring up the myth of the black rapist. 

Since much of the early activism against. rape was focused on delivering 
rapists into the hands of the judicial system, Afro-American women were 
understandably reluctant to become involved with a movement which 
might well lead to further repressive assaults on their families and their 
communities. Yet, at the same time, black.women were and continue to be 
sorely in need of an anti-rape movement, since we comprise a dispropor- 
tionately large number of rape survivors. It is all the more ironic that black 
women were absent from the contemporary anti-rape movement during its 
early days, since anti-rape activism actually has a long history in the black 
community. Probably the first movement to launch a frontal challenge to 
sexual violence was the Black Women’s Club Movement, which originated 
in the late 1890s as an outgrowth of the anti-lynching activities of women 
like Ida B. Wells.” Today, organizations such as the National Black 
Women’s Health Project in Atlanta are conducting organizing and educa- 
tional campaigns around such issues as rape and sterilization abuse. 
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Numerous women of color have been active in organizing against domestic 
violence on both the local and national level and have provided essential 
movement leadership, especially in the National Coalition Against Domes- 
tic Violence and its member coalitions. Increasingly, women of color are 
involved in working on sexual assault, often in projects based in Third 
World communities. - 

Certainly any woman can understand the intense emotional anger which 
characterized the first phase of the anti-rape campaign. Throughout all of 
history, the judicial system and society in general had not even acknowl- 
edged women as legitimate victims of a crime if the crime committed 
against them was rape. Much of women’s cumulative rage about rape was 
understandably aimed at men. When a feminist theoretical foundation for 
the campaign began to develop, however, the theories tended to simply 
bolster and legitimize anti-male anger by defining rape as an inevitable 
product of masculine nature. Masculinity was understood not so much as 
it has come to be, as socially defined, especially under conditions of capital- 
ism, but rather as an immutable, biologically and psychologically deter- 
mined product of men’s inherent nature. 

These theories most often did not take into account the class and racial 
components of many rapes suffered by working-class women and women of 
color. In fact, the failure of the anti-rape movement of the early seventies to 
develop an analysis of rape which acknowledged the social conditions that 
foster sexual violence as well as the centrality of racism in determining those 
social conditions, resulted in the initial reluctance of black, Latina, Native 
American, and Asian-American women to associate themselves with that 
movement. Throughout Afro-American women’s economic history in this 
country, for example, sexual abuse has been perceived as an occupational 
hazard. In slavery, black women’s bodies were considered to be accessible 
at all times to the slave-master as well as to his surrogates. In “freedom,” 
the job most frequently open to black women was domestic work, and it 
was the case until the late 1950s that the majority of black women working 
outside the home were domestic workers. It has been amply documented 
that as maids and washerwomen, black women were repeatedly the victims 
of sexual assault committed by the white men in the families for which they 
worked. 

Sexual harassment and sexual extortion arè still occupational hazards for 
working women of all racial backgrounds. In a survey conducted by 
Redbook in 1976, 90 percent of the 9,000 respondents reported that they 
had encountered sexual harassment on the job.° According to Julia and 
Herman Schwendinger’s book Rape and Inequality, one congresswoman 
discovered that a certain congressman was asking prospective women em- 
ployees whether they engaged in oral sex, as if this were a requirement for 
the job.’ 
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If we assume that rape is simply a by-product of maleness, a result of 
men’s anatomical construction or of an immutable male psychological 
constitution, then how do we explain that the countries which are now 
experiencing an epidemic of rape are precisely those advanced capitalist 
countries which face severe economic and social crises and are saturated 
with violence on all levels? Do men rape because they are men, or are they 
socialized by their own economic, social, and political oppression — as well 
as by the overall level of social violence in the country in question — to inflict 
sexual violence on women? 

Sexual violence often flows directly from official policy. In Vietnam, as 
Arlene Eisen has pointed out in her book Women in Vietnam, US soldiers 
often received instructions for their search and destroy missions which 
involved “searching” Vietnamese women’s vaginas with their penises. The 
following observation has been made about sexual violence under the 
conditions of fascist dictatorship in Chile: 


The tortures of women included the agony of scorching their nipples and 
genitals, the blind terror of applying shock treatments to all parts of their 
bodies, and, of course gang rape. An unknown number of women have been 
raped; some of them pregnant after rape have been refused abortions. Women 
have had insects forced up their vaginas; pregnant women have been beaten 
with rifle butts until they have aborted.’ 


Indeed, rape is frequently a component of torture inflicted on women 
political prisoners by fascist governments and counter-revolutionary forces. 
In the history of our own country, the Ku Klux Klan and other racist groups 
have used rape as a weapon of political terror. 

I want to suggest to you that rape bears a direct relationship to all of the 
existing power structures in a given society. This relationship is not a simple 
mechanical one, but rather involves complex structures reflecting the com- 
plex interconnectedness of race, gender, and class oppression which char- 
acterize that society. If we do not attempt to understand the nature of 
sexual violence as it relates to racial, class, and governmental violence and 
power, we cannot even begin to develop strategies which will allow us to 
eventually purge our society of the oppressiveness of rape. 

In our attempt to understand rape, it would be a grievous mistake for us 
to stop at the level of analyzing individual cases or even at the level of male 
psychology. The only logical strategies for the elimination of rape which 
could follow from this type of analysis would involve the reliance on 
repression to punish rapists. But as the use of the repressive paraphernalia 
of the state has generally demonstrated, crimes are seldom deterred as a 
result of the punishment received by those who are caught committing 
them. Thus for each punished rapist, how many more would be lurking in 
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our neighborhoods, indeed in our workplaces and even in our homes? This 
is not to argue that those men who commit rape should go unpunished, but 
rather that punishment alone will not stem the tide of the omnipresent 
sexual violence in our country. 

As I mentioned earlier, the experience of the seventies demonstrates that 
anti-rape strategies that depend primarily on law enforcement agencies will 
continue to alienate many women of color. Indeed the experience of black 
women has been that the very same white policeman who would sup- 
posedly protect them from rape, will sometimes go so far as to rape black 
women in their custody. Ann Braden, a veteran civil rights organizer, has 
referred to such conduct by southern white policemen who arrested black 
women activists during the civil rights struggle and subsequently raped 
them. I recall an experience I had as a graduate student in San Diego when 
a friend and I found a young black woman, beaten and bloody, on the 
shoulder of the freeway. The story she told us was horrifying. She had been 
raped by several white men ahd dropped by the side of the road. When the 
police found her, they too raped her and left her on the freeway barely 
conscious. Because such experiencés are by no means exceptional, black 
women have found it difficult to accept policemen as the enforcers of anti- 
rape measures. 

Moreover, police forces often utilize tactics ostensibly designed to cap- 
ture rapists which will simultaneously augment their arsenal of racist 
repression. During the 1970s, a rapist was terrorizing the Berkeley 
community. He initially attacked black women ~ scores and scores of them. 
Hundréds of rapes in the area were attributed to “Stinky,” as he was called. 
However, it was not until he began to rape white women, and specifically 
when he raped a well-known black woman television newscaster, that the 
police began to turn their attention to the case. They released a description 
of him so general that it fit at least a third of the black men in the area, and 
countless black men who obviously had nothing to do with the Stinky rapes 
were arrested simply because they were black. Moreover, Berkeley police 
proposed to the city council a strategy to capture Stinky which involved 
hiring more police, acquiring helicopters and other aircraft, and using 
tracking and attack dogs. The police department had been attempting to 
get approval for the use of dogs since the student movement of the sixties, 
but had failed because of community opposition. They seized a situation 
which had caused so many women to be terror stricken, in order to 
implement their repressive, racist agenda. Unfortunately, the anti-rape 
movement, which at that time was almost exclusively white, did not per- 
ceive the hidden agenda of the police force and agreed to cooperate with the 
proposed strategy. Thus, they unwittingly became collaborators in a plan 
which would inevitably bring increased racist assaults on Berkeley’s black 
community. 
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The anti-rape movement today must not ignore these looming pitfalls. 
Nor can it focus exclusively on strategies such as rape crisis centers which, 
as important as they might be, treat only the effects and leave the cause of 
the crime untouched. The very same social conditions which spawn racist 
violence — the same social conditions which encourage attacks on workers, 
and the political posture which justifies US intervention in Central America 
and aid to the apartheid government in South Africa ~ are the’same forces 
which encourage sexual violence. Thus, sexual violence.can never be com- 
pletely eradicated until we have succeeded in effecting a whole range of 
radical social transformations in our country. 

In conclusion, I want to direct your attention to the connections we must 
establish between our efforts to ensure the safety of women and our con- 
cern for the safety of this planet. It is no coincidence that the explosion of 
sexual violence in this country takes place at a time when the United States 
government has developed the means with which to annihilate human life 
itself. It is no accident that a government which will be spending one billion 
dollars a day on weapons next year, forty-one million dollars a minute on 
the most devastating instruments of violence human history has ever 
known, also encouragesthe proliferation of violence on all levels of society, 
including sexual attacks on women. Moreover, consider that $200 million, 
just five hours of military spending, could provide annual support for 1,600 
rape crisis centers and battered women’s shelters. 

Let us now move forward in our battle to eliminate the horrendous 
violence done to women in our society by realizing that we will never get 
past the first step if we do not recognize the issue of rape within its context, 
as one element in a complex web of women’s oppression. And the sys- 


‘tematic oppression of women in our society cannot be accurately evaluated 


except as it is connected to racism dnd class exploitation at home and 
imperialist aggression and the potential nucleat holotaust which menace 
the entire globe. 

The anti-rape movement should attempt to establish closer ties not 
only to the campaigns for women’s economic and political rights, but also 
to labor struggles wherever they unfold. At this moment, Chicana and 
Mexicana women and men are out on strike against the canneries in 
Watsonville, California. Anti-rape and other feminist activists should 
hasten to join them on the picket line. 

If we are militant activists challenging violence against women, we must 
also see ourselves as fearless fighters against police violence, and in pas- 
sionate solidarity with the racially and nationally oppressed people who are 
its main targets. We must defend, for example, the memory of Eleanor 
Bumpurs, the sixty-seven-year-old black woman from the Bronx who was 
murdered in 1984 by New York Housing Authority policemen because she 
dared resist an attempted eviction. 
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The banners and voices we raise against rape must also be raised against 
racist and anti-Semitic Ku Klux Klan violence. And they must be raised in 
defense of political prisoners like Leonard Peltier, the American Indian 
leader, and Johnny Imani, Harris, the black prison activist who presently 
faces the death penalty in Alabama. 

If we aspire to eventually eradicate sexual violence, we must also call for 
the immediate freedom of all political prisoners. Our sisters and brothers in 
Nicaragua and El Salvador need our solidarity, as do our Palestinian friends 
who are fighting for their land and dignity. And certainly, we cannot forget 
our Iranian sisters who are attempting to complete the democratic revolu- 
tion which has been violently stifled by Khomeini’s Islamic Republic. 

To recognize the larger socio-political context of the contemporary 
epidemic of sexist violence does not, however, require that we ignore the 
specific and concrete necessity for the ongoing campaign against rape. 
Those of you whose political activism is primarily channeled into this 
movement are involved in a cause which has urgent implications for all 
women. This battle must be waged quite concretely on all of its myriad 
fronts. As you further shape the theoretical foundation of this movement 
and as you implement practical tasks, remind yourselves as often as possible 
that even as individual victories are claimed, the ultimate elimination of 
sexist violence will depend on our ability to build a new and revolutionary 
global order, in which every form of oppression and violence against 
humankind is obliterated. 
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JoAnne Little: The 
Dialectics of Rape 


Rape, Lynch Negro Mother 
Columbus, Miss., Dec. 17 ~ Thursday a week ago Cordella Stevenson was found 
early in the morning hanging to the limb of a tree, without any clothing, 
dead. .. . The body was found about fifty yards north of the Mobile & Ohio R.R., 
and the thousands and thousands of passengers that came in and out of this city last 
Thursday morning were horrified at the sight. She was hung there from the night 
before by a bloodthirsty mob who had gone to her home, snatched her from slumber, 
and dragged her through the streets without any resistance. They carried her to a far- 
off spot, did their dirt and then strung her up. 

Chicago Defender, December 18, 1915 


No one — not even the men in the mob — had bothered to accuse Cordella 
Stevenson of committing a crime. She was black and that was reason 
enough. She was black and a woman, trapped in a society pervaded with 
myths of white superiority and male supremacy. She could be raped and 
murdered with absolute impunity. The white mob simply claimed that, a 
few months earlier, Cordella Stevenson’s son had burned down a white 
man’s barn. 

It was sixty years ago when this black woman was raped and strung up 
on a tree. There are many who believe that incidents such as these belong 
to an era of racist terror now forever buried under the historical progress of 
the intervening years. But history itself allows only the naive to honestly 
claim these last sixty years as a time of unequivocal progress — especially 
when the elimination of racism and male supremacy is used as the 
yardstick. 

Today, black women continue to be sexually attacked — and, in some 
cases, even murdered — by white men who know that, in all likelihood, they 
will never have to face the consequences of their crimes. 

Twenty-year-old JoAnne Little, one of the most recent victims in this 
racist and sexist tradition, is the cultural grandchild of Cordella Stevenson. 


This essay first appeared in Ms. Magazine, June 1975. Reprinted by permission of Ms. 
Magazine, © 1975, 
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She says that she resisted when she was sexually assaulted, but es a eae 
she is currently being tried on charges of first degree murder. In 7 e a 
of a conviction, she will automatically get a death sentence and wi fs : 
placed on North Carolina’s death row — the result of a “legal” process, bu 

j o the lynch law of the past. me 
g aia ane aa August 27, [1974] when a guard at the jail in 
Beaufort County, North Carolina, was found dead in the cell ofa missing 
prisoner. He had been stabbed multiple times with an ice pick, the ae E: 
pick that he had kept in his own desk drawer. The jailer, Clarence A sane g 
was white. The missing prisoner was black, and the only woman in the 
entire jail. Because of a conviction on charges of breaking and oe 
larceny, and receiving stolen property, JoAnne Little was serving 3 sente = 
of seven to ten years and had ania kept in the Beaufort County ) 

t the time of her disappearance. l 

a a p report was released, it contained this evidence of 
recent. sexual activity on the part of Alligood: 


His shoes weet the corridor, his socks on his feet. He was Se 
from the waist down. .. . The left arm was under the body and ete i 
pants... . His right hand contained an icepick. There was blood on on s a ; 
cell floor, corridor. Beneath his buttocks was a decorated, partially torn 
woman’s kerchief. On the floor was a night gown and on the cell ee was a 
brassiere and night jacket. . . . Extending from his penis to his thigh s A was 
- a stream of what appeared to be seminal fluid. . . . The urethral fluid was 


loaded with spermatozoa. 


After a week of evading police — who conducted their search heey 
weapons and helicopters — JoAnne Little turned herself in, E no te 
publicly about the case except that she did what she had to do sau i 
defense. At her own insistence, Jerry Paul, the lawyer she contacte » re 
ceived assurances that she would be incarcerated in the women’s ee F 
Raleigh — not in the jail where the incident took place, and where she are 
that she would be subjected to further sexual assault and perhaps even tha 


her life would be in danger. 
Shortly thereafter, JoAnne Little was charged with murder in the first 


mae circumstances surrounding this case deserve careful a Ae = 
they raise fundamental questions about the bringing of murder e a 
against her. Moreover, they expose conditions and eres ie ie 

prisoners must confront, especially in the small-town jails of this country. 


1 JoAnne Little was being detained in a jail in which she was the only 
woman — among prisoners and guards alike. Since the Beaufort County Jail 
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had served as a detention center for other women prisoners in the past, why 
were all the jailers assigned to it men? (Three months later — according to 
Karen Galloway, one of JoAnne’s lawyers — the prison authorities began to 
claim that there had been a matron on duty during the daytime.) 

2 Like any other prisoner, Sister JoAnne was being held under lock and 
key. Only her jailer, Clarence Alligood, had access.to the key to her cell that 
night. Therefore, how could he have been present there against his will? As 
part of an escape attempt on the part of JoAnne Little, as the authorities 
then charged? 

3 Alligood was apparently killed by stab wounds inflicted by the same 
ice pick which he was known to keep in his desk. What was a jail guard 
doing with an ice pick in the first place? And for what legitimate purpose 
could he have taken it into a prisoner’s cell? 

4 Alligood was discovered naked from the waist down. According to 
Karen Galloway and Jerry Paul, JoAnne Little’s attorneys, the authorities 
maintained for a full three weeks that Alligood’s pants were nowhere to be 
found. Were they afraid that the public would discover that,. although he 
had been stabbed in the legs, there were no such holes in his pants? Were 
they afraid people would therefore realize that Alligood had removed his 
pants before the struggle began? In any case, how could such crucial 
evidence be allowed to disappear? 


In fact, the reality of Little’s life as a prisoner, even before the rape, may 
have been one of sexual exploitation; a fate she consistently resisted. Jerry 
Paul has said, “One possibility is that she was being kept in Beaufort 
County Jail for openly sexual purposes.” She should have been moved to 
the women’s prison in Raleigh shortly after her original conviction, for 
instance, but she was never transferred. According to Paul, a TV camera 
was focused on her cell at all times, leaving her no privacy whatever even 
when she changed clothes or took a shower. When she used her sheets to 
block the view, they were taken from her. Little’s lawyers have said that on 
one occasion a highway patrolman visiting the jail on business unrelated to 
JoAnne, went into her cell and urinated on the floor. 

If one wonders why JoAnne Little fled, even though circumstances on 
their face tended to be greatly exculpatory, consider that, when she left, 
Alligood was still alive. From the appearance of the jail cell, a tremendous 
struggle must have taken place. She then fled, distraught, out of fear for her 
life. Alligood, according to the autopsy report, was found still clutching the 
ice pick. Sister JoAnne may well have felt that, if she hadn’t left the jail 
when she did, she would have become just another number in the statistics 
surrounding prison deaths. i i 

Essential to a clear perspective on the JoAnne Little case is an arialysis 
of what might have happened if the situation had been reversed. What if 
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Alligood had overpowered her? What if he had stabbed her with the ice pick 
— as he may have intended to do if she could not otherwise be raped? What 
if the sexually violated body of JoAnne Little had been discovered in that 
cell on the night of August 27? 

There has never, to my knowledge, been a conviction — perhaps not even 
an indictment — of a white jailer for the murder of a black or any other 
minority prisoner. We can look to the 1970 case of W. L. Nolen, Alvin 
Miller, and Cleveland Edwards, for instance, who were shot down, un- 
armed and in cold blood, in the Soledad recreation yard by a guard perched 
in a gun tower: killings which the Grand Jury ruled justifiable homicides. 
There are also the thirty-one prisoners killed during the Attica Rebellion. 
No one denies that they were victims of gunfire, yet not a single one of the 
guards or policemen has been charged with a crime. Or consider Tito 
Perez, a prisoner recently discovered in a New York jail cell, hanged with 
a belt that did not belong to him. People who knew him insisted it had to 
be murder, yet police called it suicide. As one of the policemen then added, 
“Tt happens. all the time.” 

There can be little speculation about the turn events would have taken 
had Little been killed by Alligood. A verdict of “justifiable homicide” would 
have probably closed the books on such a case. l 

But she had the courage to fend off her assailant. The price of her 
resistance was a new threat of death, this time issuing from the government 
of North Carolina. : 

And so she is being tried — by the same state whose Supreme Court 
decided, in the nineteenth century, that no white man could be convicted 
of fornication with a slave woman. By the same state whose judicial appa- 
ratus in 1972 permitted Marie Hill to be sentenced to death at the age of 
twenty-one: convicted by an all-white jury of murder of a white man on the 
basis of a confession which she insisted had been made under threat of 
death. l , 
Little stands accused by a court: system which, proportionate to its 
population, has sentenced more political activists to prison than any other 
state in the country. (Reverend Ben Chavis and the Wilmington Ten, for 
instance, as well as the Charlotte Three, the Ayden Eleven, and many 
Tuscarora Indians.) The number of state prison units in North Carolina 
is staggering: more than five times greater than in California, the most 
populous state in the country. In fact, North Carolina, along with Georgia, 
can claim more prisoners per capita than any other state — and they include, 
of course, an enormously disproportionate number of black men and 
women. 

As this article is being written, there are seventy-one prisoners on death 
row in North Carolina, making that state number one in the nation in 
condemning people to legal death. In the event of a conviction, the state’s 
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present sentencing policy could make Little the third woman in the country 
to be sentenced to death since the Supreme Court ruled in 1972 that the 
death penalty imposed at the'discretion of judges and juries was cruel and 
unusual punishment. North Carolina subsequently mandated that a con- 
viction on a first degree murder charge automatically carried the death 
penalty. This procedure was appealed to the Supreme Court in late April. 
The other two women presently on death row are also in North Carolina: 
a black and a Native American respectively. i. 
Even during the short time JoAnne Little hid'from the police, the Sheriff 
was planning to ask that the courts initiate the procedure of*declaring her 
an outlaw. The result of this declaration would have been, in effect, a call 
to all state citizens to arrest her on sight and to shoot if she resisted. North 
Carolina is the only state in the country where this law is still on the books. 
Little’s attorneys relate numerous possibilities of judicial bias against 
her. In Beaufort County, for instance, where families are generations old, 
virtually everyone knows everyone else. Living in the area are numerous 
Alligoods. One of these Alligoods sat on the Grand Jury which returned the 
indictment against JoAnne Little. 

Without exception, every pre-trial motion filed, as of this writing, has 
been flatly denied. Despite inflammatory publicity about JoAnne Little — 
including unfounded and malicious charges that she was a prostitute — and 
in spite of the unconcealed public sympathy for Alligood, the courts have 
refused to grant a change of venue for the trial. 

Although Little is indigent, her motion to have the court ‘assume the 

costs of expert witnesses has been denied. It was denied even though the 

court does not have to pay her attorneys’ fees, since the lawyers are 

donating their services. . 

Efforts to gain access to the evidence, in the form of discovery motions, 

have also been thwarted. The sheriff first refused to release a list of female 

prisoners previously incarcerated in the jail, leading to a belief that authori- 

ties feared the exposure of other sexual assaults by Alligood and his col- 

leagues. Later, after the State Bureau of Investigation had questioned 

sixty-five former prisoners, their names were released to Little’s lawyers — 

but even this SBI report stated that some of these inmates claimed Alligood 

and other jailers made sexual advances toward them. 

After the difficulty in locating Alligood’s pants, the defense attempted to 

have all the evidence assembled and placed in protective custody. This was ` 
denied. 

Although Little seemed clearly eligible to be released on bail, District 

Attorney William Griffin employed every trick of his trade to prevent her 

release. When the defense attorneys attempted to post bail, for instance, 

Griffin, relying on a technicality, ordered the clerk not to accept the bond. 

Finally, as a result of a nationwide outcry, she was released in February on 
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bail of $115,000: an amount that is itself clearly exorbitant. Through the 
case of Little, the courts of North Carolina seem to have decided to extend 
their long record of racist injustices and betrayal of the rights of poor 
people. How can these same courts be trusted to fairly determine the fate 
of the defendant herself? 

If justice is to prevail, there must be a struggle. And the only force 
powerful enough to reverse the normal, oppressive course of events is the 
organized might of great numbers of people. 

Protests have already erupted. Mass actions have been organized in 
North Carolina — both by black community groups and by women’s organ- 
izations. The North Carolina Alliance Against Racist and Political Repres- 
sion has spoken of the case as one of its major-concentrations, and Southern 
Poverty Law Center, directed by Julian Bond, is vigorously supporting her. 

These beginnings must be utilized as the foundation of a movement 
which can ignite massive and militant protests on a national — and even 
international — scale. Only a movement of this magnitude can rescue 
JoAnne Little from the gas chamber. 

Over the last few years, widespread concern about the increasing inci- 
dence of sexual assaults on women has crystallized into a militant campaign 
against rape. In the JoAnne Little case, as well as in all other instances of 
sexual assault, it is essential to place the specific incident in its socio- 
historical context. For rape is not one-dimensional and homogeneous — but 
one feature that does remain constant is the overt and flagrant treatment of 
women, through rape, as property. Particular rape cases will then express 
different modes in which women are handled as property. 

Thus when a white man rapes a black woman, the underlying meaning 
of this crime remains inaccessible if one is blind to the historical dimensions 
of the act. One must consider, for example, that a little more than a 
hundred years ago, there were few black women who did not have to 
endure humiliating and violent sexual attacks as an integral feature of their 
daily lives. Rape was the rule: immunity from rape the exception. On the 
one hand the slave-master made use of his. tyrannical possession of slave 
women as chattel in order to violate their bodies with impunity. On the 
other hand, rape itself was an essential weapon utilized by the white master 
to reinforce the authority of his ownership of black women. 

Although the immediate victim of rape was the black woman — and it was 
she who endured its pain and anguish — rape served not only to further her 
oppression, but also as a means of terrorizing the entire black community. 
It placed brutal emphasis on the fact that black slaves were indeed the 
property of the white master. Whenever black women or men resisted white 
men’s sexual encroachments on the women of the community, they did so 
at the risk of injury or death.' “Assaults,” as Gerda Lerner wrote in Black 
Women in White America: A Documentary History (New York: Pantheon, 
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1972), were therefore “part of the reinforcing structure upholding a system 
of racial and economic exploitation.” 

In conjunction with the sexual exploitation of black women, the social 
attitude has been encouraged that — and here Lerner quotes a 1902 news- 
paper reporter — “a colored woman, however respectable, is lower than the 
white prostitute.” This stereotypical image of the black woman branded her 
as a creature motivated by base, animal-like sexual instincts. It was there- 
fore no sin to rape her. This bestial notion of the black woman, incidentally, 
played and continues to play a significant role in justifying the over- 
exploitation of her labor. For such a woman would hardly be distinguish- 
able from a beast of burden. Again, she is openly defined as property. 

If rape was, in effect, institutionalized during slavery, essentially the 
same institutionalized form of rapé is present today in such vestiges of 
slavery as domestic work. How many black women working in the homes of 
white people have not had to confront the “man of the house” as an actual 
or potential rapist? | 

The rape of the black woman and its ideological E EA are inte- 
grally linked to the portrayal of the black man as a bestial rapist of white 
women — and, of course, the castration and lynching of black men on the 
basis of such’ accusations. As Bettina Aptheker explains in an article, 
“Y, E. B. Du Bois and the Struggle for Women’s Rights,” written for San 
Jose Studies: “The central rationale used to justify the sexual abuse of the 
black woman was her alleged promiscuity. In this way the racist image of 
the black.woman as whore was correlated to the racist image ‘of the black 
man as rapist.” That is to say, as Lerner puts it; “the myth of the black 
rapist of white women is the twin myth of the bad. black woman.— both 
designed to apologize for and facilitate the continued exploitation of black 
men and women.” 

Historically, the connection between the two myths has been very clear. 
Struggle against the sexual abuse of black women demanded at the same 
time struggle against the cruel manipulation of sexual accusations against 
black men. Black women, therefore, have played a vanguard role, not only 
in the fight against rape, but also in the movement to end lynching. 

For black women, rape perpetrated by white men, like the social stereo- 
type of black men as rapists, must be classed among the brutal parapher- 
nalia of racism. It is a weapon employed to further the oppression of our 
people. Divorced from its definition as a weapon in the arsenal of racism, 
the rape of black women cannot be successfully challenged. If it is ripped 
out of its context, if its social function is hot understood, it is not possible 
to eradicate it. 

Whenever a campaign is erected around a black woman who has been 
raped by a white man, therefore, the content of the campaign must be 
explicitly antiracist. And, as incorrect as it would be to fail to attack racism, 
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it would be equally incorrect to make light of the antisexist content of the 
movement. Racism and male supremacy have to be projected in their 
dialectical unity. In the case of the raped black woman, they are mutually 
reinforcive. 

If, for example, the rape and lynching of Cordella Stevenson were lifted 
out of the context in which they occurred, they would become absolutely 
incomprehensible. One must not only be cognizant of the fact that she was 
black and her rapists and murderers were white, but one must also under- 
stand that such incidents erupted repeatedly: part of the systematic attack 
on black women and black people in general. Because they were socially 
sanctioned, a white man could hardly even be accused of criminal activity 
when he raped a black woman. 

Today, convictions in cases involving white rapists and black victims 
remain rare: in 1965 when a white man received a life sentence in Missis- 
sippi for raping a fifteen-year-old black girl — the case made national 
headlines.” 

Little’s assailant had probably been exposed to all the racist myths about 
black women, and was aware of the lack of redress available to victims of 
white rapists. In the aftermath of the incident, in fact, vicious “accusations 
were hurled at JoAnne Little: she was called a prostitute and it was claimed 
that she engaged in sexual activities with jailers.” 

Of course, the conviction rate for rape is the lowest of all violent crimes 
— regardless of the victim’s ethnic group. Only in those instances where the 
accused rapist is black and the alleged victim is white can a long prison term 
or death penalty be anticipated. And history has proved that, in too many 
of these cases,-the black man is not, in reality, a rapist, but rather a victim 
himself of the myths and social taboos of racism. Ruchell Magee, who was 
charged along with me, for one, can attest to the inhuman treatment 
accorded black men accused of rape. He spent eight years of his life in one 
of the most infamous penitentiaries in the country, all because police 
charged him, at age sixteen, with the “attempted rape” of a young white 
woman whom Ruchell knew.’ The body of fourteen-year-old Emmett Till 
was found at the bottom of the Tallahatchie River because he smiled at a 
white woman. The story of the Scottsboro Nine is well known, and there is 
also Thomas Wansley who, thirteen years after his conviction on a fraudu- 
lent rape charge, is still serving a life sentence in a Virginia state prison. 

As noted earlier, from 1930 to 1967, 455 men were executed as a result 
of rape convictions: 405 of them were black: 48 of them were white, and 
two were of other ethnic groups. This means that almost 90 percent of all 
rape executions during this period involved black men. 

Diana Russell’s The Politics of Rape advances the extremely questionable 
theory that “In the North today reverse racism sometimes operates, usually 
at the expense of a white woman, not a white man.” She attempts to argue 


JoAnne Little: The Dialectics of Rape 157 


that a black man is much more likely today to get off or receive lenient 
treatment on a rape charge because courts and other institutions fear being 
labeled racist, and describes a case in which a California district attorney 
appealed a “lenient” sentence of a black man convicted of raping a white 
woman. On retrial, however, this same defendant received two consecutive 
three-years-to-life terms; an argument for the presence of. traditional preju- 
dice, not the reverse. 

In any case, it would be blatant racism to rejoice over such an incident, 
for white men remain relatively immune from such long terms for the rape 
of black and white women alike. This sentence was an expression, not of 
sincere concern for the woman, but rather of racist social and discrimina- 
tory judicial policies myths. 

This insensitivity to the rape—racism nexus seems to emanate in part 
from the mistaken conception that, in the fight against rape, men, in the 
first place, are the enemy. In fact, this society institutionally condones and 
abets rape in various ways. There are the cultural myths that insist that 
women who are raped desire it either consciously or unconsciously. As 
Susan Griffin wrote in a 1971 Ramparts article, “The Politics of Rape, an 
Inquiry”: “This same culture which expects aggression from the male 
expects passivity from the female. Conveniently, the companion myth 
about the nature of female sexuality is that all women secretly want to be 
raped.” 5 

If a woman really resists, according to these myths, she cannot be raped. 
Yet if she does resist — and if, like Little, she is black, and if her attacker-is 
white — she stands to be doubly victimized: first by the rapist and then by 
the courts. 

A juror who voted for the conviction of Inez Garcia on second degree 
murder charges, was asked by reporter Nan Blitman after the trial had 
concluded, “Could a woman ever get off on the grounds of self-defense if 
she killed the man during the attack?” As was reported in “The Trial of Inez 
Garcia” by Nan Blitman and Robin Green in Ms. Magazine, May 1975, he 
answered: “No, because the guy’s not trying to kill her. He’s just trying to 
give her a good time. To get off, the guy will have to do her bodily harm, 
and giving a girl a screw isn’t doing her bodily harm.” During the delibera- 
tion, he added, the juror told the women on the jury that “when I leave 
here, PIl have less fear of raping a woman now than I did before. At least 
I known that if I get shot, she won’t get away.” 

Courts have established the pattern of either acquitting or not trying the 
majority of white men who are charged with rape. In New York, for 
instance, in 1967, 30 percent of all felony indictments ended in convictions, 
but in only 13 percent of all rape indictments were there_convictions. 

There must be a reason behind this social and judicial encouragement 
given to rape. This reason, in turn, must be related to the social and 
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political function of male supremacy in general. The oppression of women 
is a vital and integral component of a larger network of oppression which 
claims as its foremost victims black people, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, 
Asians, Indians, and all poor and working-class people. Just as class exploi- 
tation, racism, and imperialist subjugation of peoples abroad serve to 
nourish this larger system and keep it functioning, so male supremacy 1s 
likewise essential to its smooth operation. The larger system, of course, is 
monopoly capitalism and its overall driving motive is profit. l 

The scope of this article does not permit a detailed discussion of the 
variety of levels on which male supremacy functions to secure the authority 
of the ruling class. However, it should be recognized that, while this ruling 
class is definitely white and is definitely male, only a tiny minority of white 
males-possesses the material qualifications for membership in it. 

It is in the interests of that ruling class to cultivate the archaic patriarchal 
domination of women — based on male ownership of females as property — 
that flourished during the feudal era. As long as women are oppressed, 
enormous benefits accrue to the ruling class. Female labor can be even 
more flagrantly exploited than male labor. (White women’s median wages 
are even lower than black men’s [in 1997 they were greater than that of 
black men] and, of course, women of color receive the lowest wages of all 
workers.) The social definition of women as housewives provides, as Alva 
Buxennebaum states in her Political Affairs article, “The Status of Women 
Workers,” the most effective “rationale for failing to make housework and 
child care a social responsibility.” 

The social incentive given to rape is woven into the logic of the institu- 
tions of this society. It is an extremely efficient means of keeping women in 
a state of fear of rape or of the possibility of it. It is, as Susan Griffin wrote, 
“a form of mass terrorism.” This, in turn, buttresses the general sense of 
powerlessness and passivity socially inflicted upon women, thus rendering 
them more easily exploitable. Yet, just as working-class and poor white 
people who exhibit racist attitudes toward people of color are unconscious 
agents of a higher power, so rapists (though they may be individually 
unaware of this) are performing deeds that give sustenance, not to them, 
but to the existing system. 

Historically as well as today, sexist cultural patterns define rape not as a 
crime against the woman, but rather as a crime against the men who 
dominate her — her husband, father, or brother. “The laws against rape exist 
to protect the rights of the male as possessor of the female body,” reports 
Griffin, “and not the right of the female over her body.” Women are 
therefore victimized on two counts. First, they are raped, and second, it is 
not even considered a serious crime unless they have powerful men behind 
them. Rape is an assault against the man who “owns” the woman, not the 
woman herself. 
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It therefore stands to reason that social wrath about rape is most vehe- 
mently invoked when the rapist (or alleged rapist) comes from the lower 
economic strata of society and the victim comes from the ruling class. And 
it is true that convictions are at their peak when a black man — the poorest 
of the working class — is the accused rapist and a white bourgeois woman is 
the alleged victim. 

The white male associated with the capitalist class. will protect “his” 
woman just as he protects “his” property. A real or assumed assault on 
“his” wife by a working-class white or black man is tantamount to an 
insurrectionary assault on his property — and, needless to say, uńder capi- 
talism, property rights are deemed more sacred than the right to life itself. 
Thus, when there is a conviction in such a case, the law seeks to avenge not 
the woman who has been raped but the husband (or father) whose property 
has been defiled. 

As for the white woman of working-class background, this dynamic is 
reduplicated: chances of conviction are high only if her accused assailant 
is black or a man of color. Racism, as it relates to black people, retains 
strong ties with its historical origins as an ideology justifying the treatment 
of black slaves as less than human: as chattel. Therefore any sexual 
approach by a black man — real or imagined — toward a white woman is 
treated as an attack by a.beast. This bestiality woven into the racist image 
of the black man makes him highly vulnerable to fabricated accusations of 
rape. 

When a white man of the bourgeoisie assaults a white woman of the 
working'class, the rape is just as acceptable as his exploitation of the labor 
of the men (and women) of her class. The bourgeois sees neither as 
criminal. In the same way that he believes he has the right to manipulate 
a man’s (or woman’s) labor-power for the purposes of gaining profits for 
himself, he believes he has the right to sexually manipulate the wife or 
daughter of the propertyless man. This is the feudal lord’s right to the first 
night in its modern, capitalist setting. ` 

When it is a question of a white worker assaulting a white woman of his 
class, it is as if the rape did not exist at all. Being propertyless in the 
capitalist sense of having no ownership stake in the means of production, 
one worker has no real recognizable rights over another worker. And if rape 
is legally considered to be a crime of one man against another man’s 
property, a working-class white woman has little value in the eyes of the 
ruling class. Convictions in such instances, therefore, are rare. 

Finally, if the victim and rapist alike are people of color, the process 
becomes less predictable. The rapist may be convicted by dint of judicial 
racism alone. He may, on the other hand, be acquitted as a result of the 
racist myths invoked against the woman of color. In the case of Inez Garcia, 
whose alleged rapist was also Latino, not only was he not tried for the 
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alleged crime, but the victim herself was convicted for having sponta- 
neously vented her rage against the alleged rapist’s accomplice. 

Should we not then conclude that “the politics of rape are inextricably 
wedded to the basic institutions of the society?” The meaning of rape and 
the social attitude toward it must be gleaned from the politics of racism. 
Griffin articulates it this way in the same Ramparts article: “Rape is not an 
isolated act that can be rooted out from patriarchy without ending patriar- 
chy itself. The same men and power structure who victimized women are 
engaged in the act of raping Vietnam, raping black people and the very 
earth we live upon... . No simple reforms can eliminate rape.” 

Little has not only been the victim of a rape attempt by a white 
racist jailer: she has truly been raped and wronged many times over by the 
exploitation and discriminatory institutions of this society. All people who 
see themselves as members of the existing community of struggle for 
justice, equality, and progress have a responsibility to fulfill toward JoAnne 
Little. Those of us — women and men — who are black or people of color 
must understand the connection between racism and sexism that is so 
strikingly manifested in her case. Those of us who are white and women 
must grasp the issue of male supremacy in relationship to the racism and 
class bias which complicate and exacerbate it. 

As we struggle for JoAnne Little’s right to just legal treatment, we must 
simultaneously hurl into the faces of the government and the courts — 
through militant demonstrations, rallies, petitions, protest letters, and cul- 
tural shows — a thunderous demand for her full, unconditional freedom. 

Finally, let us be sure that the leitmotif running through every aspect of 
the campaign is unity. Our ability to achieve unity may mean the difference 
between life and death for Sister JoAnne. Let us then forge among ourselves 
and our movements an indivisible strength and with it, let us halt and then 
crush the conspiracy against JoAnne Little’s life. 


NOTES 


See “Angela Davis on Black Women,” Ms. Magazine (August 1972). 

2 This case became the exception that proved the rule, as Robert Staples 
noted in The Black Woman in America (Wadsworth, 1973). 

3 Ruchell Magee was still in prison at the time of publication, September 1998. 
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Women and Capitalism: 
Dialectics of Oppression 


a | | and Liberation 


I 


Women’s liberation recently has been placed on the social agenda in 
America with a forcefulness and extensiveness that has few historical prec- 
edents. The new content and contours of the women’s movement are 
doubtlessly attributable in part to its emergence within, and often in un- 
avoidable opposition to, other social struggles. The expulsion of the propo- 
nents of a resolution on women from an SDS [Students for a Democratic 
Society] convention of the late sixties foreshadowed what would later 
become a self-imposed isolation. This isolation was at once organizational 
theoretical, and developmental. Part of the movement’s force and effective: 
ness has certainly been a function of its intensive focus on sexual oppres- 
sion. Moreover, the origanization of autonomy was an indispensable 
prerequisite for a clear formulation of the myriad problems surrounding 
male supremacy in general. At the same time, however, this isolation 
fostered a tendency to proclaim the socio-historical primacy of women’s 
oppression over class, national, and racial oppression; and in the process 
this isolation itself was exaggerated. 

In its conceptions and goals, the women’s liberation movement is not 
homogeneous. Its decentralized organizational forms, while genuinely anti- 
authoritarian in intent, simultaneously reflect pronounced, even irreconcil- 
able, theoretical differences within. Yet, in the midst of this diversity, the 
predominant tendency of the more militant sector is probably represented 
by Robin Morgan when she invokes “the profoundly radical analysis begin- 
ning to emerge from revolutionary feminism: that capitalism, imperialism, 
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and racism are symptoms of male supremacy — sexism.” Therefore, Morgan 
continues, “more and more, I begin to think of a worldwide Women’s 
Revolution as the only hope for life on the planet.” The potential impact 
of widespread female involvement and leadership in oppositional, even 
revolutionary, political practice should not be underestimated. Yet, the 
point of departure for this practice, typified by Morgan’s words, has not 
promoted harmonious relations with other important struggles. It is against 
the backdrop of the unresolved tension between black liberation and 
women’s liberation that the latter’s failure to attract more than a negligible 
number of black women needs to be analyzed.’ 

The women’s movement, as consensus has it, found its most enthusiastic 
adherents among young, “middle-class” white women. Intrusions of male 
supremacy, as they were gradually brought to light, furnished, for the vast 
majority, the only conscious experience of the immediacy of social oppres- 
sion. This may have exacerbated a theoretical inability to discover the 
threads connecting female oppression to the other visible social anta- 
gonisms. It hardly needs to be said that the view which accounts for class 
exploitation, colonial expansion, national and racial domination as 
symptoms of. male authority has not tackled, but rather has dodged the 
problem. 

Such a weakness — and from a Marxist viewpoint, it is considered a 
weakness — attests to an inadequate theoretical basis. But it may well have 
a deeper, more fundamental origin. For the identical problem of uncover- 
ing the mutual interpenetration of ostensibly unrelated modes of oppres- 
sion can be detected within almost every radical movement of the 
contemporary era. A prototypical instance is the difficult question, yet 
unresolved in practice, of the relation between racism and national oppres- 
sion on the one hand and exploitation at the pojnt of production on the 
other. 

The acute disjunction of social struggles among themselves has tended 
to reduplicate a larger process. This is to say, it reflects the increasingly 
pointed and omnipresent fragmentation of capitalist social relations in an 
era of advanced technology. 

The following reflections, however, will not include an extensive discus- 
sion of the composition of the present women’s movement nor of the larger 
societal influences to which it is subject. Rather, they will concentrate on a 
less sweeping and more narrowly theoretical problem. I will seek to inferen- 
tially discover in the works of Karl Marx, after establishing his early sensi- 
tivity to the problem, the broad outlines of women’s oppression and its 
socio-historical development. Within the framework of Marx’s theoretical 
reconstruction of history, I will attempt to specify the ways in which the 
subjugation of women and their ideological relegation to the sphere of 
nature were indissolubly wedded to the consolidation of capitalism. 
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The historical development of women’s.oppression is a highly interesting 
problem. However, I chose this approach for other reasons as well — reasons 
related to current theoretical controversies within the women’s liberation 
movement itself. The exponents of the theory that sexual conflict is the 
matrix of all other social antagonisms frequently rely on historical argu- 
ments. Kate Millett, among others, has generous recourse to the notion 
that the male’s enslavement of the female produced the first critical .cleav- 
age of human society. According to her method, allt subsequent modes of 
domination are direct outgrowths of this primordial conflict.’ 

Human history is far more complex than this. Unlike the sphere of 
nature, from which it definitively differentiates itself during its capitalist 
phase, history evinces few simple causal relationships. Marx made, in.fact, 
his most significant contribution when he ferreted out the deeper meaning 
of history and laid the basis for theoretical categories whose abstraction 
would not violate the profound complexities of human development. 

Alongside awesome but increasingly irrational technological achieve- 
ments, women filter through the prevailing ideology as anachronisms. 
Men (i.e., males) have severed the umbilical cord between themselves and 
nature. They have deciphered its mysteries, subdued its forces, and have 
forged their self-definition in contradistinction to the nature they have 
conquered. But women are projected as embodiments of nature’s unrelent- 
ing powers. In their alienated portrait, women are still primarily undifferen- 
tiated beings — sexual, childbearing, natural. Thus Erik Erikson evokes 
female self-realization as a function of the “somatic design [which] harbors 
an ‘inner space’ destined to bear the offspring of chosen men, and with it, 
a biological, psychological, and ethical commitment to-take care of human 
infancy.” 

As instinct is opposed to reflection, as receptivity and gratification are 
opposed to activity and domination, so the “female principle” is presump- 
tuously (although sometimes in a utopian vein) counterposed to the “male 
principle.” In the epoch of bourgeois rule, a recurring ideological motif 
proclaims women to be firmly anchored in nature’s domain. 

Such a characterization of women cannot escape the general ambiva- 
lence inherent in the bourgeois perception of nature. Nature is posited 
as hostility, mysterious inexorability, a resistance to be broken. In the 
Hobbesian model, human beings, left in the state of nature, are locked in a 
bellum omnium contra omnes. External nature and human nature alike must 
be conquered by science, industry, the state — and yet other social forces. 
Because the domination of nature by man has involved also, and above all, 
the domination of human being by human being, this vision of nature has 
been persistently accompanied by its own contradiction. . 

Nature is also portrayed as the realm of original innocence, the never- 
to-be-retrieved paradise of play, happiness, and peace. In its utopian 
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Marx contends, social labor would creatively appropriate external nature as 
the “inorganic body of man [and woman].” External nature would be 
humanized and the vast potential of human nature could simultaneously 
unfurl. 

The relationships of human beings among themselves are caught up in 
the process which defines the human posture toward nature. Uniquely 
crystallized in the female-male bond is the distance human beings have 


traveled in this process and specifically how far they have gone in awakening 
the slumbering powers within themselves. 


The immediate, natural, necessary relationship of human being to human 
being is the relationship of man to woman. In this natural species-relationship 
man’s relationship to nature is immediately his relationship to man, as his 
relationship to man is immediately his relationship to nature, to his own 
+- natural condition. In this relationship the extent to which the human essence 
has become nature for man or nature has become the human essence of man 
is sensuously manifested, reduced to a perceptible fact. From this relationship 
one can thus judge the entire level of mankind’s development. From the 
character of this relationship follows the extent to which man has compre- 
hended himself as a generic being, as man; the relationship of man to woman 
is the most natural relationship of human being to human being. It thus 
indicates the extent to which man’s natural behavior has become human or the 
extent to which his human essence has become a natural essence for him. In 
this relationship is also apparent the extent to which man’s need has become 
human, thus the extent to which the other human being, as human being, has 


become a need for him, the extent to which he in his most individual existence 
is at the same time a social being.® 


This passage may not be immediately transparent. It presupposes a knowl- 
edge of the categories Marx used in developing the anthropology of the 
1844 Manuscripts — and this is not the place to elaborate on them in any 
detail.” The reproduction of this passage is nevertheless essential; it reveals 
that the young Marx construed the male-female bond to be a central 
ingredient of the social complex which must be overturned and remolded 
by the revolutionary process. 

The most natural (in this sense, biologically necessary) relationship of 
human beings among themselves is that between woman and man. But 
human beings are not inexorably yoked to their biological constitution. 
Sexual activity, among other activities, can acquire a wealth of social 
meaning entirely lacking in its abstract, purely biological form. The 
woman-—man union, in all its dimensions, is very much mutable and always 
subject to social transformation. But as long as social production takes 
place within the fetters of capitalist relations — as long as the appropriation 


of nature means the exploitation of human beings — this union between the 
sexes remains stunted and misshapen. 
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The worker’s alienation has immediate consequences for the relationship 
between the sexes and, most significantly, for the woman herself. The 
products of labor are lost to the worker, who has brought them into being. 
He cannot creatively affirm himself as he works. He thus “feels that 
he is acting freely only in his animal functions — eating, drinking and 
procreating. .. _while in his human functions he feels only like an 
pone 


anima 
To be sure, eating, drinking and procreation are genuine human functions. In 


abstraction, however, and separated from the remaining sphere of human 
activities and turned into final and sole ends, they are animal functions.” 


The implications for the woman who shares in these activities and ministers 
to her man’s needs are formidable. Compelled to make only minimal 
contributions, or none whatsoever, to social production — not even in and 
through the alienated patterns of work — she is effectively reduced to the 
status of a mere biological need of man. 

An unmistakable mference of Marx’s early theory of alienation may be 
formulated: a critical and explicit mission of communism must be to shatter 
and recast sexual and marital relations, as production itself is transformed. 
It is essential, of course, that a new, more human, more creative posture 
toward external nature be adopted. But the man-woman union will always 
be disfigured unless the woman has liberated herself as woman. It will only 
be radically remolded when she is no longer defined as if she were a natural 
prolongation of man. The woman must first break out of the female—male 
union. Only then can she and man come together on a new basis, both 
experiencing an equal and authentically human need for one another. 

This brief discussion of the 1844 Manuscripts has served to establish that 
Marx directly addressed himself — albeit not systematically — to certain 
dimensions of women’s oppression. The bulk of this paper will be con- 
cerned with Marx’s historical approach to nature and its implications for 
women’s oppression and future liberation. A few preparatory remarks 
about the transition from the early to the later thought are in order. 

The early writings develop the idea that the capitalist ordering of social 
production has erected an insurmountable hurdle between the worker on 
the one hand and the material and products of labor on the other. This is 

equivalent to saying that the human being has been severed from nature 
and thus, for the young Marx, from his own “inorganic body.” The creative 
interaction with nature is the keystone of human nature. Capitalism 
disrupts this unity, giving rise to a non-identity between man and his 
essence. Communism would be the return of man to his essence, “the 
genuine [definitive] resolution of the antagonism between man and nature, 


and between man and man.”” 
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II 


Labor, i i ion, 1 
mae rs = the Marxian conception, is a “natural condition of humdn éxist- 
a con in ae the character of women’s oppression during the phase 
ry preceding bourgedis ascendan : italist 
cy, the pre-capitalist functi 
labor should be r i i à EE T EE E 
evealing. The economic formation i i 
: ormation in question m 
comm i a 
unal landed property, free petty land ownership, slavery, or a 
> 


in all these cases, labor is . 
SUREE > geared by and ‘large toward the production of 


k cata ie = labour is not the creation of value. .. . Its purpose is the 
nce of the owner and his family as well as th 
whole. The establishment of the indivi ee ny a 
; ividual as a work i a 
except this one, is itself a product of history. "$ SU BES devon 


Or, in slightly diff 
erent wo S ; . : i 
ya apron ty ae raat sia a object of production itself is to repro- 
catene Chenlavesan es ae with [the] objective conditions of his 
S serf are treated as “inorganic diti 
production,” as animals or as 8 conditions of 
: appendages of the land; 
dominated, the . ; yet, even as they are 
and oe : : 
» they their communities are in possession of the means 


of their subsistence i 
and enter into corres i i i 
ondin 
ae p g social relations among 
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Labor is stimulated by need; its product travels a more or less uninter- 
rupted path towards consumption. Labor functions, therefore, as a natural 
mediator between external nature and the human community." Consider- 
ing the character of their labor, pre-capitalist epochs, even the most ad- 
vanced, retain certain structural features reminiscent of subhuman natural 
“societies.” (It is, of course, capitalism.which is always the measuring rod.) 
Thus when Marx characterizes the earth during those phases as a “natural 
laboratory,” the community as a “natural community,” the family as a 
“natural family,” he is by no means romanticizing pre-capitalist history. 

Through production, the needs of the community are projected onto 
nature; external nature is the “inorganic body” of the community.” The 
community, in turn, always bears the stamp of nature, for it is subject, ina 
fundamental way, to naturally imposed limitations. In appearance, the 
community and family are natural phenomena — eternal and indifferent to 
the designs of human beings. Women and men confront collective life, 
family life, not as human products, but rather as unchangeable precondi- 
tions of human existence. Such is the meaning of Marx’s contention that 
whenever labor is bound, in the last instance, to agriculture, social pro- 

duction will always be locked in a natural unity with state, community, and 
family relations. This holds true with equal force where cities and city labor 
are ultimately dependent on agriculture. 

Against this backdrop, the “natural” roles and the “natural” oppression 
of the women of these periods take on a significance which transcends the 
mere fact of their biological constitution. It is certainly conceivable that 
childbearing and other physiological factors might be the immediate basis 
for certain social roles carrying the mark of inferiority. But it is not entirely 
inconceivable that under different conditions these factors could be more or 
less unrelated to social inferiority. Moreover, even if women’s oppression 
bore no clear relation to biological considerations, it would not, for this 
reason, be lacking in “natural” dimensions. 

Evidence does indicate, however, that during pre-capitalist periods, 
women, as a rule, were socially tied to their reproductive role. A cluster of 
child-centered activities attached themselves to the biological fact of mater- 
nity. The woman’s attachment to the child tended to confine her to the 
domestic sphere. This allowed, in turn, for the evolution of a whole host of 
uniquely female household tasks. But even here, her roles were not deter- 
mined by biological causation. Other and different social modes of coping 
with then insurmountable biological constants were not necessarily 
excluded from the realm of possibility. Had they arisen, they too, would 
have been both bound to and independent of natural determinatiori. 

Although not rigidly and biologically predetermined, a sexual division of 
labor asserted itself throughout capitalism’s pre-history. In those primitive 
formations where, for example, hunting was necessary, this was generally 
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outside the woman’s domain. Likewise her roles were usually limited in 
those communities maintaining themselves through the military defense of 
their land.” War is here, in Marx’s words, “the great communal labor.” 
Perhaps because of what Juliet Mitchell has termed the woman’s jesse 
capacity for violence,” military activity was largely performed by the 
community’s male members. Even when the division of labor reached levels 
of a far greater complexity, women’s labor still remained sharply distin- 
guished from the men’s. oe 
There are two important points to be made about the pre-capitalist 
character of women’s labor and their related social status. First, the sexual 
division of labor does not militate against a greater unity — a ince which 
asserts itself in and through this separation. Because labor is bound up with 
the community’s and family’s needs, the differences between female and 
male labor are not qualitative in character. The woman’s labor in and 
around the domestic quarters was equally essential and equally constitutive 
of social production. Recognizing that she experienced intense and drastic 
forms of oppression, it still remains that she was not exiled from social 
iia in general. Rather she was barred from certain concrete forms of 
Secondly, insofar as the woman was anchored to a relation of servitude 
she was unable to attain a critical posture from which to perceive the fea 
meaning of this relation. Her status and attendant oppression was coated 
with a nature-like inexorability. And what is most important, such an 
attitude had its objective complement in the prevailing mode of Saten 
Part of her oppression consisted in her inability to contest her inferior tolé, 
e EST OR in the male-female union tended to remain 
rmant, lacking the soci i it thei ion i 

ara g ocial level which would permit their penetration into 
Ina rigorous sense, the peculiar status and oppression of women during 
pre-capitalist history functioned not so much as a result of the prevailin 
modes of production, but rather as a concrete precondition of sR at, 
‘This does not vitiate the material origin of the status of women; the lanon 
is formulated in this way in order to capture the blurred niy between 
production and the oppression of women. As Marx notes: “Where landed 
property and agriculture form the basis of the economic order..., the 
economic object is the production of use-values, i.e., the reproduction of the 
individual in certain definite relationships to this community. of which it 
forms the basis” (Marx’s emphasis).” l 
In respect to women in particular, the economy was colored by and 
tended to support the existing structure of woman’s oppression in an 
equally great or even greater degree than her oppression was determined b 
the particular mode of production. 
In the earliest primitive communities, so Marx infers, the division of 


rem 
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labor required for production must have been synonymous with “the divi- 
sion of labour in the sexual act.?"> Marx goes on to say (in The oe 
Ideology) that during history’s most primitive epochs, the social serene o 
production in general were the same as the social relations incorporated in 
the family. Certainly as more advanced economic formations evolve, e 
ral relations are socially modified; yet Marx insisted that before the dawn o 
the explosive forces rushing in the direction of capitalism, natural limita- 
tions decisively conditioned men and women’s entire social life. 

There prevailed a natural interpenetration of individual, family, eee 
nity, and even the state on the one hand, and social production on ; 
other. Marx observes, for example, that in a rural patriarchal form o 
manufacture, “when spinner and weaver lived under the same roof — the 
women of the family spinning and the men weaving, say; for the require- 
ments of the family — the product of labor bore the specific imprint of the 
family relation with its naturally evolved division of labour. ee A 

In all pre-capitalist formations, according to George Lukács, pie 
relations — both in the case of the’ ‘metabolic changes between man an 
nature and also in the relations between men — retained the upper hand and 
dominated man’s social being.””” Alfred Schmidt maintains: 


Pre-bourgeois development had a peculiarly unhistorical character because 
it the material prerequisites of labour — the.instrument as well as the materia 

— were not themselves the product of labour, but were found already to hand 
in the land, in nature, from which the active subject as well as the community 
to which it belonged did not essentially differentiate themselves. Under 
capitalism, however, these subjective and objective conditions of production 
became something created by the participants in history. Relationships were 
no longer determined by nature but set up by society. 


_ During the pre-capitalist phase of history, women’s oppression, strictly 
construed, was heavily enshrouded in a natural determination not 7 
superseded or transformed by socio-historical forces. It E a 
corresponding transformation when capitalist society broke onto = heres 
of history. Then, it, like capitalist social relations in general, would also be 


set up by society. 


Il 


While the pre-capitalist subjugation of women is related to socially pain 
mountable natural imitations, these limitations are articulated oe 
socially prescribed roles. Highly interesting, in this connection, Pe the 
brutally unique situation into which black women were thrust fae 
American slavery.” With the rise of capitalism and the subordination o 
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slavery to an incipient commodity economy, black men and women were 
treated ruthlessly and literally as “inorganic conditions of production” (to 
use the term with which Marx describes the economic function of slaves). 
Other forms of slavery merely stamped with the mark of inferiority the 
social relations of slaves among themselves. But the -American system 
demanded the almost total-prohibition of an endemic.-social life within the 
community of slaves. 

American slavery was not a-natural economy based primarily on con- 
sumption; its goal was rather the production of commodities. The slave- 
holding class expressed its drive for profit by seeking the maximum 
extraction of surplus labor in utter disregard to the age or sex of the slave. 
Even very real biological limitations were frequently little more than occa- 
sions for flogging. As reported in slave narratives, special forms of punish- 
ment were meted out to pregnant women who were unable to meet the 
prescribed work pace. In some instances, a hole was carved in the ground 
permitting a pregnant woman to lie in a prone position while she was 
flogged by the overseer. 

The family was either nonexistent or its sole and unmediated purpose 
was to produce future forgers of profit. It is true that the black woman was 
responsible for the domestic chores of the slave quarters. Yet, this role was 
not integrated into an overall structure articulating her dependence vis-a- 
vis the black man. External economic compulsions brought her into an 
equal partnership in oppression with the man. As a result, the black woman 
was not systematically molded into an inferior being insofar as the internal 
workings of the slave community — the relations of the slaves among 
themselves — were concerned. 

This did not prevent the slave system from aspiring to foist upon her the 
putative inferiority of the woman. The use of her body as a breeding 
instrument and its sexual violation by thé slave-holder were institutional 
assertions of the lower rank of the female slave. But this oppression was not 
part of a naturally conditioned order and was thus significantly different in 
structure from its pre-capitalist counterpart. As overt social coercion, the 
oppression of black women in slavery could not conceal its contingent 
social. character. 


IV 


The American slave system was a notable exception in the world historical 
rise of capitalism. In its peculiar subordination to a commodity economy, it 
could only have arisen where incipient conditions of capitalism already 
prevailed. In the broadest sense, as Marx points out; it is the impact of 
economic exchange on a progressively large scale which overturns old 
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structures and paves the way for the “free” wage laborer — the sine qua non 
of capitalism. l 

The ingression of exchange, when it occurs, begins to undermine funda- 
mentally and drastically the entire texture of human life. As the central 
prerequisite for the genesis of capital, labor-power itself, like the products 
of labor, was eventually. reduced to a universally exchangeable commodity. 
But first the producer had to be decisively severed from the land, from his 
implements of production, as well as from his control over the means of 
subsistence.”? And the natural bonds tying producer to producer, family 
structures included, had to be deprived of their seemingly objective and 
necessary mode of existence. Their relationship to production had to take 
on a contingent appearance. This is to say, the reproduction of the com- 
munity of producers, and of the family as its unit, could no longer be 
presumed to be the real goal of production. Use-value had to be supplanted 
by exchange-value and the aim of production had to become the reproduc- 
tion of capital. . 

The family and community ceased to appear as extensions of nature 
(which has both positive and negative implications) in order to make way 
for a society composed of fragmerited individuals, lacking any organic or 
human connection. Such a society, infinitely more advanced in its mode of 
production, is mediated by the abstract principle of exchange. l 

Marx never fails to accentuate the eminently progressive content of this 
development. There is progress in the very midst of its ruthlessness. Capi- 
talism marked the release of productive forces which, for the first time 
in history, could systematically appropriate and transform the fruits of 
nature.” From the vantage point of the producer, it was also an important 
advance, even as it merely modified the structure of his oppression. The 
worker was freed from the overt domination by another human being, 
from the alien and unqualified control over his body and movement. 
He attained freedom over his body and the liberty to dispose of his 
labor. The new owners of the means of production would have to bargain 
with him for the purchase of his labor-power. His wages would not 
be determined by the capitalist’s whim, but rather by socially necessary 
labor time. As a person, he would be superfluous to production; only his 
abstract ability to work would be pertinent. Yet, even in this contingency, 
he could also discover beneficial features, for, with the notable exception 
of racism, caste-like distinctions should not interfere when he sold his 
labor-power on the market. The capitalist commodity is totally ances ent 
to the origin of the labor which produces it; labor becomes “abstract 
labor-power,” and each worker of similar skills should always be equal to 
the next. l 

The immanent logic of capitalist production demands the universal 
equivalence of labor-power. If, for the purposes of analysis, this factor is 
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isolated from other forces at work, it latently contains profound conse- 
quences for the social status of women. In. face of the dissolution of the 
natural rigidity of the family, and especially as mechanization progresses, 
women of the working class should have undergone the same process of 
equalization as men. In earlier periods, specific forms of labor belonged 
exclusively to women. Part of the quality of their products consisted pre- 
cisely in the fact that they were products of female labor. But when the 
product of labor became an exchangeable commodity, all such distinctions 
began to vanish. An unprecedented potential thus works its way into 
history: The capitalist mode of production unleashes the condition for the histori- 
cal supersession of the sexually based division of labor. The universal equiva- 
lence of labor-power conceptually implies the release of the woman from 
her naturally infused roles in labor. 

This potentiality, needless to say, could not become more than an 
abstract promise of equal exploitation. Capitalism could not even proclaim 
for women this rudimentary egalitarianism. Instead it transmuted a more or 
less naturally conditioned oppression into an oppression whose content 
became thoroughly socio-historical. It was only then that women were effec- 
tively exiled from the sphere of social production — or permitted, at most, 
a tangential role. Their containment within the family became, not a 
natural necessity, but rather a peculiarly societal phenomenon. It is there- 
fore only in bourgeois society that the oppression of women assumes a 
decisive social dimension and function. 

The capitalist mode of production outstrips all previous modes*in trans- 
cending virtually all extra~-economic determinants. The unique status of 
women is not immediately implied in the capitalist organization of labor, as 
one of its preconditions. According to Marx: “For capital, the worker does 
not constitute a condition of production, but only labor. If this can be 
performed by machinery, or even by water or air, so much the better. And 
what capital appropriates is not the laborer, but his labor — and not directly, 
but by means of exchange.” 

If it does not matter who does the work — only that it be done — then 
certainly women can be non-discriminately employed in production. 
Through the eyes of the commodity, in fact, women are indistinguishable 
from men. But, as it will be subsequently shown, their oppression is indeed 
a result of critical social forces‘in whose absence the mode of production 
could not effectively be sustained. A distinctive and indeed defining inno- 
vation of capitalist production lies in its projection of female oppression onto a 
socto-historical continuum. Once this occurs, women’s liberation, like the 
emancipation of the producers themselves, becomes a real historical pos- 
sibility. The concrete promise of female liberation is bound up inextricably 


with the overturning of the social forces fundamentally nourished by her 
oppression. 


NS 
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The unfettering of the historical ingredients which ushered in the capitalist 
form of labor in its abstract, universal equivalence, has been ee 
a very specific perspective. A closer glimpse at this waka aie emp ar 
ing its impact on the worker’s family as it was dispossessed o its na : 
foundation, reveals the special basis for women’s oppression z T. 
capitalism. Engels was essentially correct to link the inferior status of the 
female to the hierarchical make-up of the family. For the numerous mater- 
ial and cultural manifestations of female inferiority are predicated on a 
woman’s dependent rank within the family unit. This derives in ws an 
certainly in the final instance, from the exigencies of capitalism’s productive 
ace Marxist theory, most of the discussion about the meee 
bourgeois family has concentrated on its mode of existence ee = 
. bourgeoisie alone. The private, individual proprietor, it is asserte » needs 
his own miniature “society” over which he wields unrestricted authority. 
His wife —and children of ‘undisputed fatherhood — must be his uncontested 
possessions. The private character of his remaining property must tran- 
scend his own mortal existence: his wife, through her child-bearing, must 
therefore protect it from future alienation and dissolution. o. : 
While all this is true and critically important to the functioning $ 
capitalism, the special meaning of the insular family for the worker fener 
not go unacknowledged. Engels insisted that the worker who has no Pi 
sell but his ability to work cannot be overly concerned about bequea mE 
this meager property to his undisputed heirs. But this does not ea at 
the bourgeois family structure was thus externally foisted upon the SE 
ers, serving no real objective purpose. On the contrary, the hierarc an 
family structure, as it exists among workers, possesses a oars es 
necessary relationship to the capitalist mode of production. As it wi on 
be maintained, this family also responds to certain irrepressible needs o 
i an beings themselves. 
A mee DA for the constitution of capital — and thus for the 
ascendancy of the bourgeoisie and its family — is the historical ae 
of the private individual worker. (The emergence of the worker as in Pe ua 
is simultaneously the emergence of the producing individual defined vis-a- 
vis production only in his capacity as worker.) 


The further back we trace the course of history, the more does the individual, 
and accordingly also the producing individual, appear to be dependent and 
belong to a larger whole. At first the individual, in a still quite natural manner 
is part of the family and of the tribe which evolves from the family. Later he 
is a part of a community.” 
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And, prior to capitalism, the producer’s relation “to the natural prerequi- 
sites of his production as his own is mediated by his natural membership in 
a community” (or a state).*° Even the slave and the serf, it should be 
recalled, are in direct possession of the means of their subsistence. 

As capital makes its ingression into history, the worker is transfigured 
into an isolated private individual — isolated from the means of production 
(hence also from the means of subsistence) and equally isolated from the 
community of producers. To a hitherto unprecedented degree, workers are 
fragmented among themselves to the point of perceiving their own social 
relations as the nexus of exchange binding commodity to commodity. The 
fragmentation of the community of producers thus complements the 
fetishistic appearance of the commodity, the veiled crystallization of social 
relations under capitalism. 

When the serf or free peasant is ejected from the land; when the artisan 
is divested of the implements of his labor; when they are cut off from their 
peers as individual units of labor-power; it is actually they and their minia- 
ture societies which are severed from nature and the human community. 
The worker is sealed off in the false privacy of the insular family. 

The utter disintegration of the community of producers relegates, there- 
fore, not the individual, but rather the family unit to a distant realm which 
„bears no organic connection to the activity of social production. Although 
Marx does not explicitly discuss the process of individuation undergone by 
the worker as it is related to the fate of the family, a direct connection 
between these two processes seems to be apparent nevertheless. ‘Marx’s 
observations seem to raise the question of whether the individual worker — 
carrier of abstract labor-power — demanded by production, would not have 
to express somewhere the authority of his individuality, an authority with- 
out which individuality would not obtain. Assuming an affirmative answer, 
this authority could very well express itself in the family — but within a 
family whose dynamic relation to production has been annulled. If this were 
so, it would be clear why the woman is not permitted to experience the 

ruthless — although in some respects beneficial — equalizing tendencies of 
capitalist production. She remains inseparably anchored to the fabric 
necessary for the maintenance of the worker as individual. 

The woman not only remains tied to the family, but must bear the major 
responsibility for the internal labor guaranteeing its preservation. These 

‘private domestic duties preclude more than marginal. participation in social 
production. Moreover, she is enclosed within a family whose unity with 
social production has severely eroded; her labor within the household 
therefore takes on an entirely new character. In pre-bourgeois history, such 
work, essential to the maintenance of the family and of the larger commu- 
nity as well, was necessarily an important component of social production 
itself. ‘With capitalism, household labor, generating only the value of utility, 
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is no longer related to the productive apparatus. Production itself has 
undergone a profound metamorphosis; its fundamental aim is the creation 
of exchange-value. Thus, with respect to production, women experience 
a double inferiority. They are first prohibited, by virtue of their family 
standing, from consistently and equally reaching the point of production. 
Secondly, the labor they continue to monopolize does not measure up to 
the characteristic labor of capitalist society. 

Kinship, marital, and procreative relations are no longer balanced with 
the relations of production. The family itself ceases to incorporate the social 
— although for pre-capitalist history, natural — relations of production. But 
the natural functions of women are abstractly articulated in the family. 
These functions are rendered abstract exactly to the degree that they are 
stripped of their immediate social character. Through a dialectical inversion, 
it is the radical separation of the producer from nature that lays the basis for 
the social creation of women as eternally natural beings. This is to say, 
women are socially imprisoned within natural roles that are no longer 
naturally necessafy. 

Hence there occurs under capitalism a necessary dialectic between the 
potential equality of women, inherent in the apparatus of production, and 
the inevitable domination of women implied in (but not confined to) the 
family. This dialectic largely defines the structure of women’s oppression 
(simultaneously signaling the negative conditions for its abolition) and 
confers upon this structure its overtly societal, therefore transmutable char- 
acter. New relations of production render such factors as sex superfluous. 
But the intrinsic social necessity of these relations — the need to buttress 
the abstract, individual and fragmented nature of labor-power — re- 
establishes sexual differences in the social edifice resting on the base of 
production. 

These social differences go so far as to apportion to women a qualitatively 
different form of labor — the labor of utility as opposed to that of exchange. 
Margaret Benston observes that: “The appearance of commodity produc- 
tion has indeed transformed the way that men labor. . . . Most household 
labor in capitalist society remains in the pre-market stage. This is the work 
which is reserved for women and it is in this fact that we can find the basis 
for a definition of women.””” 

Yet Benston’s position implies that women are objective (and not just 
ideological) anachronisms. This dilemma can only be surmounted if their 
use-value producing labor is studied against the background of the 
objectively possible equalization of women by the commodity-producing 
apparatus. 

As it will be subsequently shown, the equalization—repression dialectic 
has yet another moment, realized with the actual admission of women into 
capitalist social production. Female labor-power (not concrete labor), even 
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as it is called upon for tasks identical to those performed by men, will be 
laden with cultural determination. This is not to mention the plethoră of 
female” occupations. Labor performed by women, even when it produces 
exchange-value, will not be “abstract labor-power in general” but rather 
specific and socially inferior female ability to work. : 


VI 


Reduced to its biological preconditions, the insular structure of th 
producer’s family announces and fortifies the rupture of the human pe 
munity of producers. In this sense, the family is essential for the ideological 
reproduction of capitalist society as a whole. Yet, in the course of reinforc- 
ing the alienated relations crystallized in the commodity, the family — and 
oe specifically, the woman — must also respond to real human needs 
Bourgeois civilization has reduced social relations to the cash nexus. The 
have become emptied of affection.” With due consideration of ey 
of sublimation, the human need for affective bonds cannot be eliminated 
beyond an absolute minimum. If these relations were divested of all imme- 
diate expression, human beings could hardly survive the desperate struggle 
for existence. Love and interpersonal emotions in general are needs which 
cease to demand at least minimal fulfillment only when human beings have 
long since ceased to be human. In capitalist society, the woman has the 
special mission of being both reservoir and receptacle for a whole range 
of peso emotions otherwise banished from society. This nae 
eee related to her confinement, in labor, to the production of 
Forbidden to flourish in society at large, and especially at the point of 
production, personal relations unfolding within the family inevitably are 
affected adversely. Indeed, from the very outset, the “legitimate” Sean 
man union already bears the inexorable stamp of exchange. Its legitimacy 
is a contrivance of the marriage contract; like the labor contract, this is also 
an unjust exchange.” Here, of course, the woman is always AUA All this 
considered, it must be recognized nonetheless that in the bees: of even 
this far from ideal occasion for interpersonal bonds, capitalist society prob- 
ably would be much more grotesque than it has actually proved to be. A 
case in point is Nazi Germany. The unarticulated purpose behind ite 
irrational cult of the family and motherhood was to manipulate family- 
based emotions into an unmediated fusion with extreme national and racial 
chauvinism. In this respect, Nazi propaganda was designed, at bottom, to 
Vitiate the family itself as a locus of personal emotions.” 
In its “bourgeois-democratic” form, capitalism requires the family as a 
realm within which the natural and instinctive yearning for non-reified 
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human relations may be expressed. Herbert Marcuse discusses their 
relations: 


Human relations are class relations, and their typical form is the free labor 
contract. This-contractual character of human relationships has spread from 
the sphere of production to all of social life. Relationships function only in 
their reified form, mediated through the class distribution of the material 
output of the contractual partners. If this functional de-personalization were 
ever breached, not merely by that backslapping familiarity which only under- 
scores the reciprocal functional distance separating men but rather by mutual 
concern and solidarity, it would be impossible for men to return to their 
normal social functions and positions. The contractual structure upon which 
this society is based would be broken.” 


Contrasted with prevailing social relations, the family and its web of 
personal relations add a qualitatively different dimension to social life. On 
precisely this basis, in fact, the woman is presented in the utopian fringes of 
bourgeois ideology as an antithesis to the capitalist performance principle. 
This positive (although still distorted) aspect of the ideology of femininity 
has been frequently suppressed by the women’s liberation movement. In 
efforts to debunk the myth of the woman as an exclusively emotional being, 
an’ equally abstract position has been too often assumed. The abstract 
negation of “femininity” is embraced; attempts are made to demonstrate 
that women can be as non-emotional, reality-affirming and dominating as 
men are alleged to be. The model, however, is usually a concealed “mascu- 
line” one. 

The most extreme case — extreme to the point of absurdity — of proposing 
as a solution to male supremacy the abstract negation of “femininity” is 
furnished by Valerie Solanas and her SCUM Manifesto (Society for Cutting 
Up Men). Her definition of sexuality is exceedingly revealing: 


Sex is not part of a relationship, on the contrary, it is a solitary experience, 
non-creative, a gross waste of time. The female can easily — far more easily 
than she may think — condition away her sex drive, leaving her completely 
cool and cerebral, and free to pursue truly worthy relationships and activities 
[sic!]... . When the female transcends her body, rises above animalism, the 
male . . . will disappear.” 


One thing is clear in this drastic formulation of the attack against male 
supremacy: such a position, in the final analysis, must be a duplication — 
conscious or unconscious — of the reified relations which have demanded 
the oppression of women in the first place. This position reinstates the same 
relations that have engendered a situation where women are exhaustively 
defined as “affective” — “affective” in a way that men cannot be — and where 
women’s emotionality is presumed to exclude rationality. In order to shat- 
ter the ideology of femininity insofar as it implies reified affection, women 
must also combat the ideology of reified insensibility. If, as Marx has said, 
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kberation is to ultimately also mean: “the. complete emancipation of all the 
human qualities and senses,”* which include “not only the five senses, but 
the so-called spiritual senses, the practical senses (desiring, loving),”** then 
the positive qualities of femininity must be released from their sexual 
exclusiveness, from their distorted and distorting forms. They must be 
aufgehoben in a new and liberating socialist society. 

Christopher Caudwell draws attention to the fact that within the inter- 
stices of capitalism, non-reified modes of behavior continue to exist. He 
describes these as vestiges of pre-capitalist history: 


Even today, in those few economic forms which still survive in a pre- 
bourgeois form, we can see tenderness as the essence of the relation. The 
commodity fetishism which sees in a relation between men only a relation 
between things has not yet dried it up. The economic relation of the mother 
to her foetus, of the child to the parent [primarily the mother] and vice versa 
retains its primitive form to show this clearly.“ 


Caudwell envisions “love” as capable of proposing a fierce indictment of 
bourgeois society. This is undoubtedly utopian idealism, unless, that is, a 
socio-political mediation can draw love and tenderness into the revolution- 
ary continuum. Love alone is impotent, yet without it, no revolutionary 
process could ever be truly authentic. From this vantage point, a critical 
kernel of truth emerges out of Caudwell’s vision: 


Today it is as if love and economic relations have gathered at two opposite 
poles. All the unused tenderness of man’s instincts gather at one pole and at 
the other are economic relations, reduced to bare coercive rights to commodi- 
ties. This polar segregation: is a source of terrific tension and will give rise to 
a vast transformation of bourgeois society.” 


It cannot be too strongly emphasized that in seeking to discover the 
precise role of such categories as Caudwell proposes in developing a revo- 
lutionary theory, and particularly as these pertain to women, much caution 
is necessary. In advancing the most radical construction of the revolution- 
ary function of utopian categories in general (a function possible only with 
advanced capitalism), Marcuse is always careful to avoid Icarus’s di- 
lemma.*° He reveals the threads which lead directly from utopia to science 
and back to utopia again. 

Germaine Greer soars high with her utopian dreams of women’s 
potential capabilities. But finally she can discover no real solutions and 
must turn to abstract ethical imperatives. In the last chapter of her book — 
the chapter entitled “Revolution” — she says, significantly: 


It would be genuine revolution if women would suddenly stop loving the 
victors in violent encounters . . . If soldiers were certainly faced with the 
withdrawal of'all female favors, as Lysistrata observed so long ago, there 
would suddenly be less glamour in fighting.” 
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Presumably, this is a way of reaching the new society, a society thereby 
free of “masculine” (she does not say “imperialist”) war. 

The personal relations which cluster around women contain in germ, 
albeit in a web of oppression and thus distortedly, the premise of the 
abolition of alienation, the dissolution of a compulsive performance prin- 
ciple, thus, ultimately, the destruction of the whole nexus of commodity 
exchange. But yet this utopian content is only a promise and nothing more. 
Its radical implications remain impotent unless they are integrated into a 
practical revolutionary process. 

In capitalist society, although these personal relations are a contrast to 
the normal flow of social life, they are, in their present form, woven into the 
warp and woof of capitalist relatioris as a whole. Even as a negation of these 
relations, they actually presuppose them and foster their continuance. It is 
a non-subverting negation. Marcuse characterizes social relations under 
capitalism as creating a “reciprocal functional distance separating men.” 
It has already been shown that the break-up of pre-capitalist economic 
and social life gave rise to a historically unprecedented separation of human 
beings among theniselves — in order to separate them from the means of 
production. The family, it was maintained, is the direct target of these 
divisive forces which establish a foundation for the most advanced phase of 
human development by instituting the most systematic method of human 
exploitation. This “reciprocal functional distance separating men” both 
requires, and issues out of, the new family structure, closed in upon itself 
especially for the woman. 


A progressively increasing fragmentation among human beings has - 


accompanied an ever more developed capitalism. In the era of advanced 
capitalism, the insularity is virtually complete. A salient example can be 
seen in the recently escalated flight toward the suburbs. Workers, especially 
white workers, have also joined in this exodus. The closed-in cubicle-like 
housing is a material extension of the ever increasing distance which dissev- 
ers them from their fellow producers. (The situation of the woman worker 
will be discussed later in the paper.) The plight of the woman in the suburbs 
is especially painful, for solidarity with other human beings is hardly attain- 
able in this isolated environment. When it occurs, it is the artificial, back- 
slapping type. Her shopping center is in the suburb as is the school for her 
children (she is often opposed to “busing”), her beauty parlor, her “enter- 
tainment.” She drives virtually everywhere; nothing is in walking distance 
from her home. There is no public transportation to speak of. If there is 
only one car in the family she is often confined to the house until her 
husband comes home from work. The husband returns each day, forgetting 
in this plastic environment exactly how toilsome his work has been. His 
comrade producers are but numbers and bodies to him — at most beer- 
drinking partners. The worker must thus surmount many insurmountable 
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barriers before he can become aware that he and all other producers are the 
wellspring of the society. The achievement of solidarity, thus of a revolu- 
tionary class consciousness, has never been so difficult as during the present 
era. This particular phenomenon further attests to the inseparable unity of 
women’s oppression and the exploitation of workers. The role ‘society has 
given to women reinforces the mechanisms which guarantee the continued 
domination of the producers. 

Perhaps the most concrete instance of the family providing an objective 
contrast to capitalist social relations as a whole can be sought in the 
oppressed communities of America. Among black people, for one, the 
potential for a different, more human quality of relations prevails — relations 
which often escape the false, “back-slapping” familiarity which is the dis- 
torted form of personal association. Families are frequently “extended” 
rather than “nuclear,” embracing more than two generations, as well as 
cousins and other relatives. The increasing use of “sister” and “brother,” 
which is by no means confined to the politically sophisticated, is an Baek 
protest against the compartmentalization of existence. Though the use of 
those terms has a long tradition encompassing many and diverse associa- 
tions, the fact that they now transcend political or religious affiliations and 
are widespread in the community as a whole, points to the yearning for 
human solidarity in the midst of a situation where solidarity has almost 
become obsolete. 

As it normally functions, the family is a windowless monad of illusory 
satisfaction. It strengthens the distance between human beings in society 
But like Leibniz’s monad, it is also a reflection of a larger totality; ie 
duplication of society is strikingly illustrated by its function in respect to 
the children it conceives. As the human, natural sphere par excellence, the 
family introjects society into the “human nature” of the child. Within the 
perimeters of the family, a psychological make-up harmonious, or at least 
compatible, with an exploitative and repressive environment must be repro- 
duced. In this sense, the family’s older place and role in the community has 
remained more or less intact. In pre-capitalist formations it was the family 
the kinship group or earlier, the tribe, which regulated and perpetuated : 
Specific metabolism between its members and nature. When “nature” is 
superseded by the commodity form, and human beings relate to their 
environment and to one another through the nexus of exchange, the family 
initially forges a pre-established harmony between individual and capitalist 
society. 

The family has been divested of many of its functions as an instrument 
of socialization. The educational system and the media — television in 
particular — surpass the family’s importance in the socialization process 
Nevertheless, the very earliest formative months and years of the individual 
are still subject to the family’s — and especially the mother’s — guidance. As 
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psychoanalysis has verified, the first months of childhood are critically 


important for the psychological constitution of the ee ne al ea 
i i ies of Freudian psychology to ; 

necessary to invoke the special categories o psycholog 

for OR that it is the mother who introduces the child to P a 

who first assists it to develop the powers of perception through which it w 

entually “receive” the world. l l l 

ji The Tua of full-time child rearing acquires, in this manner, a i 

profound and infinitely devastating meaning. Society assigns to a 

mission of unknowingly creating human beings who will “feel at home 


a reified world. 


VII 


In Capital, Marx confidently asserted that: “modern industry; by alee 
as it does an important part in the process of production, outsi ad 
domestic sphere, to women, to young aah a R : A a 
ical foundation for a higher form 
sexes, creates a new economica uy 
and of the relations Between the sexes.” But, in actuality, female partici 
i i i as not 
ionin] i d a mere foundation whose edifice w 
ation in production has remaine : 
: and could not — be erected. It has not greatly upset the de fe a 
family, nor has it significantly ameliorated the social eget wo na 
While work outside the home has furnished some women i a ia 
advantages, most have had to accept its reaffirming and amplifying e 


their oppression. In Clara Colon’s words: 


The woman, pivot of home and family life, can only set one foot into the 


world‘of opportunity as industrial worker. The other foot > T stuck AR 
1 bine home and work, she 1s res 
household doorstep. If she tries to com as 
i i king mother finds employm 
rforming half-way in each. The wor. 
eee the one is a tough and tedious chore, hardly a step toward 


equality.” 


As a dependent being, as someone else’s “inorganic extension,” eee a 

of women’s entry into production was surplus sear saa i acne 
jobs: whi the whole, were far less ing than ev 
wages) and jobs: which, on PETA 
ifyi i . Marx pointed out that: 

stultifying labor assigned to men 1 ee 
ill i i d of horses for hauling canal boats, 

women are still occasionally used instea haulin a 
i horses and machines 1s an accurately 

because the labor required to produce es al 
ae quantity, while that required to maintain the women of the surplus 
M4 9950 ; 
opulation is below all calculation. 

a Tn America, one-third of all married women currently work 
home - slightly more than one-half of all working women. 


outside the 
But considering 
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that the median earnings of women are about half that of men (and for 
black women even less), it is clear that female oppression has only sunk 
deeper into the apparatus. For if and when women’s participation in social 
production becomes viable and necessary, the capitalist contracts the pur- 
chase, not of “abstract labor-power- in general” but rather of an already 
socially stigmatized female labor-power. 

The family-based structure of oppression: — engendered in the final 
instance by the capitalist mode of production — is reduplicated and exacer- 
bated by her entry into the labor force. For as long as the woman’s 
“natural” place is proclaimed to be the home — in-concrete terms: as long 
as she remains chained to a man and to a private domestic economy — her 
servile status is inevitable. No matter how excruciating, her overly exploit- 
ative job always remains a subsidiary activity. Combined with her multitu- 
dinous domestic duties, it shrinks her realm of leisure (strictly speaking, her 
only freedom beyond the necessity of labor) to practically naught. 

It is not to be inferred, however, that women should refrain from seeking 
further penetration into social production. On the contrary, the demand for 
job equality — equal jobs and equal pay for the same jobs — is one of the 
indispensable prerequisites for an effective women’s liberation strategy. 
Such a demand, it need not be said, loses much of its meaning and can fall 
back into the orbit of oppression unless it is accompanied by the fight for 
childcare centers, maternity leaves, free abortions and the entire complex 
of solutions to uniquely female needs. Without such special and only 
apparently unequal treatment, “equality” tends towards its own negation. 

The ultimate meaning of the fight for the equality of women at the point 
of production should transcend its immediate aim. These efforts must be 
seen as an essential ingredient of a broader thrust: the assault on. the 
institutional structures which perpetuate the socially enforced inferiority of 
women. In the warped sexual equality foisted upon the black woman by 
slavery and subsequent national oppression, there is a revealing hint of the 
latent but radical potential of the attack on the productive apparatus. The 
singular status of black people from slavery to the present, has forced 
the woman to work outside the home ~ at first as provider of profit for the 
slave-master, but later as provider for her own family. Certainly, as female, 
she has been objectively exploited to an even greater degree than. he. black 
man. It would therefore be cruel and extravagant to claim that the black 
woman has been released from the social stigma attached to women in 
genéral and particularly to the women of the laboring classes. The black 
woman’s relative independence, emanating from her open participation in 
the. struggle for existence, has always been but another dimension of her 
oppression. It has thus rendered her household and internal family respon- 
sibilities all the more onerous. From these, she had never been objectively 
freed. The important point, however, is the fact that she has not been — and 
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could not be — exclusively defined by her special, “female” duties. As a 
result, far more meaningful social roles within the black community — 
oppressed from without — have been available to black women. Most 
importantly, black women have made critical contributions to the fight 
against racism and national oppression — from slavery to the present day. 

What has been prompted in the black woman by the utter necessity of 
trying to survive in face of ruthless and sustained national oppression, 
should be elevated by the women’s movement to the status of a strategic 
goal. This is especially important as this movement gathers impetus within 
the existing social framework. Efforts to bring women into production — 
and always on an equal basis with men — need to be placed on the 
continuum of revolution. While immediate neéds should be pacified, such 
efforts must assist in bringing to fruition among women a vast and hitherto 
untapped potential for anti-capitalist consciousness. As one mode of the 


women’s struggle, the assault on sexism which permeates the productive 


apparatus — conjoined with agitation for all the special female needs — can 
help women to rid themselves of the “muck of ages,” of their self-image as 
natural extensions of malenéss. This is indispensable preparation for revo- 
lutionary consciousness and practice. 


VIII 


Broader strategic questions about the character and direction of women’s 
liberation may now be posed. What ought not to be the strategy of female 
liberation can be clearly stated. It ought not to be reduced and confined to 
the abstract and isolated attempt to shift the balance of “sexual politics.” In 
conferring absolute primacy on the sexual dimensions of woman’s oppres- 
sion, the narrow bourgeois feminist approach distorts its social character 
and function within existing social conditions. This approach has correctly 
discerned the oppression of women to be a thread linking even the most 
disparate eras of history. It is true that even the socialist countries have not 
achieved the emancipation of women. But to conclude that therefore the 
structures of sexual oppression are primary is to ignore the changing char- 
acter of women’s oppression as history itself has advanced. The narrow 
feminist approach fails to acknowledge the specificity of the social subjuga- 
tion of the women who live outside the privileged class under capitalism. It 
is qualitatively different from the comparatively natural oppression which 
was the lot of women in previous historical periods. And to the, extent 
that some women continue to play subordinate roles in existing socialist 
societies, their oppression assumes yet another, but far less dangerous 


character. 
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Within the existing- class relations of capitalism, women in their vast 
majority are kept in a state of familial servitude and social inferiority not by 
men in general, but rather by the ruling class. Their oppression serves to 
maximize the efficacy of domination. The objective oppression of black 
women in America has a class, and also a national origin. Because the 
structures of female oppression are inextricably tethered to capitalism, 
female emancipation must be simultaneously and explicitly the pursuit of 
black liberation and of the freedom of other nationally oppressed peoples. 

An effective women’s liberation movement must be cognizant of the 
primacy of the larger social revolution: the capitalist mode of production 
must be overturned, like the political and legal structures that sustain it. 
Conversely, the larger social revolution must be cognizant of the vital place 
and role of the thrust towards women’s emancipation. 

The socialist movement must never forget that while the economic 
struggle is indispensable, it is by no means the sole terrain of significant 
anti-capitalist activity. Thus, the unique features of the women’s struggle 
cannot be restricted to economic agitation alone. 

A socialist revolution will more or less reflect the struggles which led it to 
its triumphant phase. In this respect, the entire revolutionary continuum 
must be animated by the consciousness that the real goal of socialism is to 
shattér the automatism of the economic base. This, indeed, is the requisite 
condition for preparing the -way for a sphere of freedom outside, and 
undetermined by, the process of production. Perhaps eventually, even work 
can become an expression of freedom, but this would be far in the distant 
future. However, even this total transfiguration of the nature of work would 
presuppose that the economy had long since ‘ceased to be the center of 
society. , 

‘Fhe edifice of the new society cannot spring sui generis from the eco- 
nomic and political reconstitution of its fabric. It is therefore misleading to 
represent women’s liberation under socialism as equivalent to the achieve- 
ment of full and equal female participation in production. Certainly women 
should perform a proportional part of social labor, but only as their neces- 
sary duties in a society oriented towards the satisfaction of its members’ 
material and spiritual needs. Further, job discrimination under socialism 
attests to and fortifies the continued oppression. of women. 

Beyond this, women must be liberated from toilsome and time- 
consuming household duties; the private domestic economy must be 
dissolved. They must be permitted a maximum range of control over 
their bodies — exactly to the degree that this is objectively possible through 
science. 

These are but a few of the negative preconditions for an affirmative 
release of women’s human potentialities. That this release will demand an 
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entirely new organization of the family is obvious. Most Marxists have been 
loath to speculate about new forms the family can assume under socialism. 
But, as Marcuse has emphasized on numerous occasions, utopian pro- 
jections at the present phase of technological development must not 
necessarily lack a scientific and historical foundation. New theoretical 
approaches to the family — at once scientific and imaginative — can be of 
immense assistance to the women’s movement in the formulation of its 
long-range goals. l 

Within the present fabric of domination, the women’s movement is 
confronted with urgent oppositional tasks. For if the material and ideologi- 
cal supports of female inferiority are not to be carried over intact into the 
socialist order,” they must be relentlessly attacked throughout the course of 
building the revolutionary movement. Not only must there be agitation 
around the economic situation of women, but equally important, the entire 
superstructural nexus of women’s oppression must be met with constant 
criticism and organized assaults. While moving towards the overthrow of 
capitalism, the eee of female inferiority must be so thoroughly sub- 
verted, that once the revolution is achieved, it will- be impossible to refer 
with impunity to “my better ħalf”.or to be the “natural” place of the woman 
as in.the home. 

Perhaps the most significant message for the existing. women’s move- 
ment is this: the ultimate face of women’s oppression is revealed precisely 
there where it is most drastic. In American society, the black woman.is most 
severely encumbered by the male supremacist structures of the larger 
society. (This does not contradict the fact that a greater sexual equality 
might prevail inside the oppressed black community.) Its combination with 
the most devastating forms of class exploitation and national oppression 
clearly unmasks the socio-historical function of the subjugation of women. 

Even as black women have acquired a greater equality as women within 
certain institutions of the black community, they have always suffered in a 
far_greater proportion and intensity the effects of institutionalized male 
supremacy. “In partial compensation for [a] narrowed destiny the white 
world has lavished its politeness on its womankind. . . . From black women 
of America, however, this gauze has been withheld and without semblance 
of such apology they have been frankly trodden under the feet of [white] 
men.” 

If the quest for black women’s liberation is woven as a priority into the 
larger bid for female emancipation; if the women’s movement begins to 
incorporate a socialist consciousness and forges its practice accordingly; 
then it can undoubtedly become a radical and subversive force of yet 
untold proportions. In this way the women’s liberation movement may 
assume its well-earned and unique place among the current gravediggers of 
capitalism. 
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NOTES 


1 Robin Morgan (ed.), Sisterhood is Powerful (New York: Vintage Books, 1970), 
xxxiv (her emphasis). 

2 Ibid., xxxv. 

3 Numerous critiques of the “white” women’s liberation movement have been 
proposed by blacks — and specifically by black women. Linda La Rue, for 
example, cautions against an alliance with the women’s movement, which she 
concludes would be inherently unwise (Linda La Rue, “The Black Movement 
and Women’s Liberation,” The Black Scholar, May 1970).. Tont Morrison 
contends that there is something intrinsic in the experience and corresponding 
Weltanschauung of black women which renders women’s liberation irrelevant 
and superfluous. (Toni Morrison, “What the Black Woman Thinks about 
Women’s Lib,” The New York Times Magazine, August 22, 1971). At the other 
end of the spectrum, there is, for instance, the Third World Women’s Alliance, 
which stresses the critical importance of women’s liberation for women of 
color, while maintaining that their organizational structure and theoretical 
basis must be separate from and autonomous vis-a-vis the women’s movement 
among whites. (See their manifesto Triple Jeopardy, reprinted in Triple 
Jeopardy, vol. 1, no. 1, Sept.—Oct. 1971.) 

4 The one classical Marxist text on the oppression of women — Friedrich 
Engels’s Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State — has ironically been 
invoked by many who seek to demonstrate the socio-historical primacy of 
women’s subjugation. Indeed, one of the flaws of this work is that. Engels’s 
entire analysis is predicated on a hypothetical pre-historical ascendancy of the 
woman. What he calls “the world-historical defeat of the female sex” is pro- 
posed as the first instance of human beings dominating their own kind. This is 
the crucial moment of his analysis and thus, in-his opinion, the key to an 
understanding of women’s oppression. While it is clearly necessary to recog- 
nize the infinitely long history of women’s subjugation, the impact of capitalism 
on women is critical for an understanding of women’s present status and 
oppression. Engels minimizes the qualitatively new form of socially 
enforced female inferiority which inserts itself into history with the advent of 
capitalism. 

5 Erik Erikson, “Inner Space and Outer Space,” Daedalus, no. 93, 1964, 580- 
606. 

6 Marcuse says in Eros and Civilization, “We designate [the specific reality 
principle that has governed the origins and the growth of this civilization] as 
performance principle in order to emphasize that under its rule society is strati- 
fied according to the competitive economic performance of its members. 
... The performance principle, which is that of an acquisitive and antagonistic 
society in the process of constant expansion, -presupposes a long development 
during which domination has been increasingly rationalized.” (Herbert 
Marcuse, Eros and Civilization [London: Sphere Books Ltd, 1969], 50.) 


7 ‘Karl Marx, A Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy (New York: 


International Publishers, 1970), 36. 
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Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts (1844), “Private Property and 
Communism,” in Lloyd D. Easton and Kurt H. Guddat, trans. and ed., 
Writings of the Young Marx on Philosophy and Society (New York: Doubleday 
and Co., Inc., Anchor Books, 1967), 303. Some mention should be made of 
the semantic problem posed, at least in the English language, by the unavoid- 
able use of the same term to designate both the male of the species and the 
species itself. As has been repeatedly noted, the language itself exposes how 
deeply male supremacy is embedded in the fabric of society. It should be clear 
that in this passage, Marx is certainly not referring only to the male’s relation 
to the natural human condition and neither does he equate this with his 
relationship to the female. The same principle is equally applicable to women, 
their inferior status under capitalism notwithstanding. 
The notion of man [-woman] as a species-being is a key element of Marx’s 
early anthropology. Although the biological connotation of species is contained 
within this term, this is not its essential meaning. The deeper meaning Marx 
attributes to “species-being” emerges from a philosophical tradition which 
sought to develop a philosophy of man [-woman], proposing various ideal 
definitions of the human species. “Species-being,” as a result, also has ethical 
implications. Human beings, social “by nature,” strive toward the realization of 
their social potential (which is a creative potential) by transforming nature and 
thereby making their surroundings more human. For the early Marx, thus, 
labor itself acquires an ethical, even eudaemonistic mission. 
Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts (1844), “Alienated Labor,” in 
Easton and Guddat, 292. 
Ibid. i 
Marx, “Private Property and Communism,” 304. 
In analyzing pre-capitalist formations, Marx asserts that for the spontaneously 
evolved community, “the earth is the great laboratory, the arsenal which 
provides both the means and materials of labor, and also the location, the basis 
is the community. Men’s relation to it is naive: they regard themselves as its 
communal proprietors, and as those of the community which produces and 
reproduces itself by living labor” (Karl Marx, Pre-Capitalist Economic Forma- 
tions, New York: International Publishers, 1965, 69). 
Marx writes, “the realm of freedom actually begins only where labor which is 
determined by necessity and mundane considerations ceases; thus in the very 
nature of things it lies beyond the sphere of actual material production. Just as 
the savage must wrestle with nature to satisfy his wants, to maintain and 
‘reproduce life, so must civilized man, and he must do so in all social formations 
and under all possible modes of production. With his development this realm 
of physical necessity expands as a result of his wants; but, at the same time, the 
forces of production which satisfy these wants also increase. Freedom in this 
field can only consist in socialized man, the associated producers, rationally 
regulating their interrelations with nature, bringing it under their common 
control, instead of being ruled by it as by the blind forces of nature; and 
achieving this with the least expenditure of energy and under conditions most 
favorable to, and worthy of, their human nature. But it nonetheless still 
remains a realm of necessity. Beyond it begins that development of human 
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energy which is an end in itself, the true realm of freedom, which, however, can 
blossom forth only with this realm of necessity as its basis. The shortening of 
the working-day is its basic prerequisite” (Karl Marx, Capital, New York: 
International Publishers, 1968, vol. 3, 820). l 
Marx, A Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy, 36. 
Marx, Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations, 68. 
Ibid., 95. 
“There is a third possible form [of property] which is to act'as proprietor neither 
of the land nor of the instrument (i.e., nor of labor itself), but only ofthe means 
of subsistence, which are then found as the natural condition of the laboring 
subject. This is at bottom the formula of slavery and serfdom” (Marx, Pre- 
Capitalist Economic Formations, 101). | 
In describing the-transition from various pre-bourgeois formations to capital- 
ism, Marx contends that “closer analysis will show that what is dissolved in all 
these processes of dissolution are relations of productions in which usé-value 
predominates; production for immediate use” (my emphasis) (ibid., 105). 
Marx proposes this generalization about pre-capitalist epochs as a whole: 
“They all evince a unity of living and active human beings with the natural 
inorganic conditions of their metabolism with nature, and therefore iheir 
appropriation of nature” (ibid., 86). Moreover, in describing “the pre- 
bourgeois relationship of the individual to the objective conditions of labor, and 
in the first instance to the natural objective conditions of labor,” Marx says: 
“just as the working subject is a natural individual, a natural being, so the first 
objective condition of his labor appears as nature, earth, as an inorganic body. 
He himself is not only the organic body, but also inorganic nature as a subject. 
The condition is not something he has produced, but something he finds to 
hand; something existing in nature and which he presupposes” (ibid., 85). 
There are obviously exceptions to this rale.-A salient example is provided by 
John Henrik Clarke when he discusses the critical role of African women in 
resisting the encroachments of the slave trade: “Inthe resistance to the slave 
trade and the colonial system that followed the death of the Queen [Nzingha 
of Angola], African women, along with their men helped to mount.offensives 
all over Africa. Among the most outstanding were: Madame Tinubo of Nige- 
ria; Nandi, the mother of the great Zulu warrier Chaka; Kaipkire of the Herero 
people of South West Africa; and the female army that followed the great 
Dahomian King, Behanzin Howell” (John Henrik Clarke, “The Black Woman: 
A Figure in World History,” Part I, Essence Magazine, May 1971). 
Marx, Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations, 71. 
Juliet Mitchell, Women: The Longest Revolution (pamphlet reprinted from 
November—December 1966 issue of New Left Review, Boston: New England 
Press), 8. 
Engels fails to emphasize this pre-capitalist structural necessity, a necessity 
which is invalidated only by capitalism. Consequently, women’s oppression 
during both pre-capitalist and capitalist history appears, in his analysis, to be 
essentially homogeneous. 
Marx, Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations, 81. 
Marx, The German Ideology (New York: International Publishers, 1963). 
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Marx, A Contribution to a Gritique of Political Economy, 33. 
George Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness (London: Merlin Press, 1971), 
233. 
Alfred Schmidt, The Concept of Nature in Marx (London: New Left Books, 
1971), 178. 
What follows in highly condensed form is a section of a recent essay: Angela Y. 
Davis, “Reflections`on the Black Woman’s Role in the Community of Slaves,” 
The Black Scholar, vol. 3, no. 4 (December 1971). 
See note 18. Also consider this paragraph: “Such historic processes of dissolu- 
tion are the following: the dissolution of the servile relationship which binds the 
laborer to the soil, but in fact assumes his property in the means of subsistence 
(which amounts in truth to his separation from the soil); the dissolution of 
relations of property which constitute a laborer as yeoman, or free, working, 
petty landowner or tenant (colonus), or free peasant; the dissolution of guild 
relations which presuppose the laborer’s property in the instrument of produc- 
tion and labor itself, as a certain form of craft skill not merely as the source of 
property-but as property itself; also the dissolution of the relations of clientship 
in its different types, in which non-proprietors appear as co-consumers of the 
surplus produce in the retinue of their lord, and in return wear his livery, take 
pärt in his feuds, perform real or imaginary acts of personal service, etc. Closer 
analysis will show that what is dissolved in all these processes of dissolution are 
relations of production in which use-value predominates; production of imme- 
diate use. Exchange-value and its production presuppose the dominance of the 
other form” (Marx, Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations, 104-5). 
Consider, for example, the following passage from Pre-Capitalist Economic 
Formations: “the ancient conception, in which man always appears (in however 
narrowly national, religious or political a definition) as the aim of production, 
seems very much more exalted than the modern world, in which production is 
the aim of man and wealth the aim of production. In fact, however, when: the 
narrow bourgeois form has been peeled away, what is wealth, if not the 
universality of needs, capacities, enjoyments, productive powers, ctc., of indi- 
viduals, produced in universal exchange? What, if not the full development of 
human control over the forces of nature — those of his own nature as well as 
those of so-called ‘nature’? What, if not the absolute elaboration of his creative 
dispositions, without any preconditions other than antecedent historical evolu- 
tion which makes the totality of this evolution — i.e., the evolution of all human 
powers as such, unmeasured by any previously established yardstick — an end in 
itself? What is this, if not a situation where man does not reproduce himself in 
any determined form, but produces his totality? Where he does not seek to 
remain something formed by the past, but is in the absolute movement of 
becoming? In bourgeois political economy — and in the epoch of production to 
which it corresponds — this complete alienation, and the destruction of all 
fixed, one-sided purposes, is the sacrifice of the end in itself to a wholly external 
compulsion. Hence in one way the childlike world of the ancients appears to be 
superior; and this is so, in so far as we seek.for closed shape, form and 
established limitation. The ancients provide a narrow satisfaction, whereas the 
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modern world leaves us unsatisfied, or, where it appears to be satisfied with 

itself, is vulgar and mean” (84-5). 

Ibid., 99. oa 

“The establishment of the individual as a worker, stripped of all qualities 
except this one, is itself a product of history” (ibid., 68). 

Marx, A Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy, 189. Engels comments 
ina footnote to. this passage, that actually the process is just the reverse. That 
is to say, the tribe is primary and the‘smaller family eventually evolves from it 
Marx, Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations, 88-9.. ) 
Margaret Benston, “The Political Economy of Women’s Liberation,” Monthly 
Review, vol. 21, no. 4 (September 1969), 15. She goes on to say: “This 
assignment of household work, as the function of a special category, ‘women,’ 
means that this group does stand in a different relation to production than the 
group, ‘men.’ We will tentatively define women, then, as that group of people 
who are responsible for the production of simple use-values in those activities 
within the home and family” (15—16). 

Christopher Caudwell, Studies in a Dyi: i 

ee S ying Culture (New York: Dodd Mead and 
According to one student of Nazi culture, the Nazis regarded the family as the 
original social unit, the “germ cell of the people, an aid to the state rather than 
a rival unit of social organization. The ideal family is a firmly knit group rooted 
in the soil, contributing numerous racially pure offspring, each child reared to 
unswerving love for the nazi State” (my emphasis). Clifford Fitzpatrick, Nazi 
Germany: Its Women and Family Life (New York: Bobbs Merrill, 1938), 101. 
mr Marcuse, “On Hedonism,” Negations (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968), 
Valerie Solanas, SCUM Manifesto, quoted in The Female State, A Journal of 
Female Liberation (Somerville, Massachusetts), issue 4 (April 1970), 57. 

Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts [“Private Property and Com- 
munism.”] The translation is Bottomore’s (T. B. Bottomore, trans. and ed. 
Karl Marx, Early Writings, New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963, 160). Easton asa 
Guddat translate Eigenschaften as “aptitudes” instead of “qualities” (308). 
Ibid., Bottomore, 161. Easton and Guddat use “moral” instead of 
“practical” (309). 

Caudwell, Studies in a Dying Culture, 148-9. 
Ibid., 157. 

“The dynamic of their productivity [i.e., the productivity of contemporary 
societies] deprives ‘utopia’ of its traditional unreal content: what is denounced 
as ‘utopian’ is no longer that which has ‘no place’ and cannot have any place 
in the historical universe, but rather that which is blocked from coming about 
by the power of the established societies. ‘Utopian’ possibilities are inherent in 
the technical and technological forces of advanced capitalism and socialism: 
the rational utilization of these forces on a global scale would terminate poverty 
and scarcity within a very foreseeable future” (Herbert Marcuse, An Essay on 
Liberation, Bosten: Beacon Press, 1969, 4-5). The unleashing of long re- 
pressed emotional potentials is objectively possible exactly to the degree that 
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the abolition of scarcity is possible. For the latter is indeed predicated on a 
relaxing of the rigidity of the performance principle. 

Germaine Greer, The Female Eunuch (London: Paladin, 1971), 317. 

Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 1, 495-6. ert l 

Clara Colon, Enter Fighting: Today’s Woman. A Marxist-Leninist View (New 
York: Outlook Publishers, 1970), 8. 

Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 1, 391. l 

A socialist scholar has alluded to the family as an “instance of an alienated 
social institution that has been taken over lock, stock, and barrel by ‘socialism 
from the capitalist system.” He says that “the traditional form of the family has 
not only survived, but also it defies any reasonable forecasts about its further 
development.” Adam Schaff, Marxism and the Human Individual (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1970), 136. 

W. E. B. Du Bois, ee Voices from Within the Veil (New York: AMS 
Press, 1969 [original edition, 1920]), 182. 
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The Approaching 

© Obsolescence 

of Housework: A 
Working-Class Perspective 


The countless chores collectively known as “housework” — cooking, washing 
dishes, doing laundry, making beds, sweeping, shopping — apparently con- 
sume some three to four thousand hours of the average housewife’s year.’ As 
startling as this statistic may be, it does not even account for the constant 
and unquantifiable attention mothers must give to their children. Just as a 
woman’s maternal duties are always taken for granted, her never-ending toil 
as a housewife rarely occasions expressions of appreciation within her 
family. Housework, after all, is virtually invisible: “No one notices it until it 
isn’t done — we notice the unmade bed, not the scrubbed and polished 
floor.”” Invisible, repetitive, exhausting, unproductive, uncreative — these 
are the adjectives which most perfectly capture the nature of housework.’ 

The new consciousness associated with the contemporary women’s 
movement has encouraged increasing numbers of women to demand that 
their men provide some-relief from this drudgery. Already, more men have 
begun to assist their partners around the house, some of them even devot- 
ing equal time to household chores. But how many of these men have 
liberated themselves from the assumption that housework is “women’s 
work”? How many of them would not characterize their house-cleaning 
activities as “helping” their women partners? 

If it were at all possible simultaneously to liquidate the idea that house- 
work is women’s work and to redistribute it equally to men and women 
alike, would this constitute a satisfactory solution? Freed from its exclu- 
sivé affiliation with the female sex, would housework thereby cease to be 
oppressive? While most women would joyously hail the advent of the 


This essay originally appeared in Angela Y. Davis, Women, Race, and Class (New York: 
Random House, 1981), copyright © 1981 by Angela Y. Davis. Reprinted by permission of 
Random House, Inc. and the author. 
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“househusband,” the de-sexualization of domestic labor would not really 
alter the oppressive nature of the work itself. In the final analysis, neither 
women nor men should waste precious hours of their lives on work that is 
neither stimulating, creative, nor productive. 

One of the most closely guarded secrets of advanced capitalist societies 
involves the possibility — the real possibility — of radically transforming the 
nature of housework. A substantial portion of the housewife’s domestic 
tasks can actually be incorporated into the industrial economy. In other 
words, housework need no longer be considered necessarily and unalter- 
ably private in character. Teams of trained and well-paid workers, moving 
from dwelling to dwelling, engineering technologically advanced cleaning 
machinery, could swiftly and efficiently accomplish what the present-day 
housewife does so arduously and primitively. Why the shroud of silence 
surrounding this potential of radically redefining the nature of domestic 
labor? Because the capitalist economy is structurally hostile to the industri- 
alization of housework. Socialized housework implies large government 
subsidies in order to guarantee accessibility to the working-class families 
whose need for such services is most obvious. Since little in the way of 
profits would résult, industrialized housework — like all unprofitable enter- 
prises — is anathema’ to the capitalist economy. Nonetheless, thé rapid 
expansion of the female labor force means that more and more women are 
finding it increasingly difficult to excel as housewives according to the 
traditional standards. In other words, the industrialization of housework, 
along with the socialization of housework, is becoming an objective social 
need. Housework as individual women’s private responsibility and as 
female labor performed under primitive technical conditions, may finally be 
approaching historical obsolescence. 

Although housework as we know it today may eventually become a 
bygone relic of history, prevailing social attitudes continue to associate the 
eternal female condition with images of brooms and dustpans, mops and 
pails, aprons and stoves, pots and pans. And it is true that women’s work, 
from one historical era to another, has been associated in general with the 
homestead. Yet female domestic labor has not always been what it is today, 
for like all social phenomena, housework is a fluid product of human 
history. As economic systems have arisen and faded away, the scope and 
quality of housework have undergone radical transformations. 

As Friedrich Engels argued in his classic work Origin of the Family, 
Private Property and the State,* sexual inequality as we know it today did not 
exist before the advent of private property. During early eras of human 
history the sexual division of labor within the system of economic produc- 
tion was complementary as opposed to hierarchical. In societies where men 
may have been responsible for hunting wild animals and women, in turn, 
for gathering wild vegetables and fruits, both sexes performed economic 
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tasks that were equally essential to their community’s survival. Because the 
community, during those eras, was essentially an extended family, women’s 
central role in domestic affairs meant that they were accordingly valued and 
respected as productive members of the community. 

The centrality of women’s domestic tasks in pre-capitalist cultures was 
dramatized by a personal experience during a jeep trip I took in 1973 across 
the Masai Plains. On an isolated dirt road in Tanzania, I noticed six Masai 
women enigmatically balancing an enormous board on their heads. As my 
Tanzanian friends explained, these women were probably transporting a 
house roof to a new village which they were in the process of.constructing. 
Among the Masai, as I learned, women are responsible for all domestic 
activities, thus also for the construction of their nomadic people’s fre- 
quently relocated houses. Housework, as far as Masai women are con- 
cerned, entails not only cooking, cleaning, child rearing, sewing, etc., but 
house building as well. 

Within the pre-capitalist, nomadic economy of the Masai, women’s 
domestic labor is as essential to the economy as the cattle-raising jobs 
performed by their men. As producers, they enjoy a correspondingly impor- 
tant social status. In advanced capitalist societies, on the other hand, the 
service-oriented domestic labor of housewives, who can seldom produce 
tangible evidence of their work, diminishes the social status of women in 
general. When all is said and done, the housewife, according to bourgeois 
ideology, is, quite simply, her husband’s lifelong servant. 

The source of the bourgeois notion of woman as man’s eternal servant is 
itself a revealing story. Within the relatively. short history of the United 
States; the “housewife” as.a finished historical product.is just a little more 
than a century old. Housework, during the colonial era, was entirely differ- 
ent from the daily work routine of the housewife in the United States today. 


A woman’s work began at sunup and continued by firelight as long as she 
could hold her eyes open. For two centuries, almost everything that the family 
used or ate was produced at home under her direction. She spun and dyed the 
yarn that she wove into cloth and cut and hand-stitched into garments. She 
grew much of the food her family ate, and preserved enough to last the winter 
months. She made butter, cheese, bread, candles, and soap and knitted her 
family’s stockings.” 


In the agrarian economy of pre-industrial North America, a woman per- 
forming her household chores was thus a spinner, weaver and seamstress 
as well as a baker, butter-churner, candle-maker and soap-maker. Et cetera, 
et cetera, et cetera. As a matter of fact, 


The -pressures of home production left very little time for the tasks that 
we would recognize today as housework. By all accounts, pre-industrial 
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traditional jobs were usurped by the ‘burgeoning factories, the entire 
economy moved away from the home, leaving many women largely bereft 
of significant economic roles. By the middle of the nineteenth century the 
factory provided textiles, candles and soap. Even butter, bread and other 
food products began to be mass-produced. 


By the end of the century, hardly anyone made their own starch or boiled 
their laundry in a kettle. In the cities, women bought their bread and at least 
their underwear ready-made, sent their children. out to school ahd probably 
some clothes out to be laundered, and were debating the merits of canned 
foods. . . . The flow of industry had passed on and had left idle-the loom in the 
attic and the soap kettle in the shed." 


As industrial capitalism approached consolidation, the cleavage between 
the new economic sphere and the old home economy became ever more 
rigorous. The physical relocation of economic production caused by the 
spread of the factory system was undoubtedly a drastic transformation. But 
even more radical was the generalized revaluation of production necessi- 
tated by the new economic system. While home-manufactured goods were 
valuable primarily because they fulfilled basic family needs, the importance 
of factory-produced commodities resided overwhelmingly in their exchange 
value — in their ability ro fulfill employers’ demands for profit. This re- 
valuation of economic production revealed — beyond the physical separa- 
tion of home and factory — a fundamental structural separation between the 
domestic home economy and the profit-oriented economy of capitalism. 
Since housework does not generate profit, domestic labor was naturally 
defined as an inferior form of work as compared with capitalist. wage-labor. 

An important ideological by-product -of this radical economic transfor- 
mation was the birth of the “housewife.” Women began to be ideologically 
redefined as the guardians of a devalued domestic life. As ideology, how- 
ever, this redefinition of women’s place was boldly contradicted by the vast 
numbers of immigrant women flooding the ranks of the working class in the 
Northeast. These white immigrant women were wage earners first and only 
secondarily housewives. And there were other women — millions of women 
— who toiled away from .home as the unwilling producers of the slave 
economy in the South. The reality of women’s place in nineteenth-century 
US society involved white women, whose days were spent operating factory 
machines for wages that were a pittance, as surely as it involved black 

women, who labored under the coercion of slavery. The “housewife” 
reflected a partial reality, for she was really a symbol of the economic 
prosperity enjoyed by the emerging middle classes. 

Although the “housewife” was rooted in the social conditions of the 
bourgeoisie and the middle classes, nineteenth-century ideology established 
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the housewife and the mother as universal models of womanhood. Since 
popular propaganda represented the vocation of all women as a function 
of their roles in the home, women compelled to work for wages came to be 
treated as alien visitors within the masculine world of the public economy. 
Having stepped outside their “natural” sphere, women were not to be 
treated as full-fledged-wage workers. The price they paid involved long 
hours, substandard working conditions, and grossly inadequate wages. 
Their exploitation was even more intense than the exploitation suffered by 
their male counterparts. Needless to say, sexism emerged as a source of 
outrageous super-profits for the capitalists. 

The structural separation of the public economy of capitalism and the 
private economy of the home has been continually reinforced by the obsti- 
nate primitiveness of household labor. Despite the proliferation of gadgets 
for the home, domestic work has remained qualitatively unaffected by the 
technological advances brought on by industrial capitalism. Housework still 
consumes thousands of hours of the average housewife’s year. In 1903 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman proposed a definition of domestic labor which 
reflected the upheavals which had changed the structure and content of 
housework in the United States: “The phrase ‘domestic work’ does not 
apply to a special kind of work, but to a certain grade of work, a state of 
development through which all kinds pass. All industries were once ‘do- 
mestic,’ that is, were performed at home and in the interests of the family. 
All industries have since that remote period risen to higher stages, except 
one or two which have never left their primal stage.”™ “The home,” Gilman 
maintains, “has not developed in proportion to our other institutions.” The 

- home economy reveals “the maintenance of primitive industries in a mod- 
ern industrial community and the confinement of women to these indus- 
tries and their limited area of expression.” Housework, Gilman insists, 
vitiates women’s humanity: “She is feminine, more than enough, as man is 
masculine, more than enough; but she is not human as he is human. The 
house-life does not bring out our humanness, for all the distinctive lines of 
human progress lie outside.” 

The truth of Gilman’s statement is corroborated by the historical ex- 
perience of black women in the United States. Throughout this country’s 
history, the majority of black women have worked outside their homes. 
During slavery, women toiled alongside their men in the cotton and to- 
bacco fields, and when industry moved into the South, they could be seen 
in tobacco factories, sugar refineries, and even in lumber mills and on crews 
pounding steel for the railroads. In labor, slave women were the equals of 
their men. Because they suffered a grueling sexual equality at work, they 
enjoyed a greater sexual equality at home in the slave quarters than did their 
white sisters who were “housewifes.” 

As a direct consequence of their outside work — as “free” women no less 
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sie = be — housework has never been the central focus of black 
ina ae rts aes largely escaped the psychological damage indus- 
sm inflicted on white middle-class housewive 
ah s, whose alleged 
sae a ae weakness and wifely sibinissiveriese: Black aie 
ardly strive for weakness; they had to b i 
families and their communities i oe 
needed their strength to i i 
of the accumulated strengths bl ee rai 
ack women have forged thr 
work, and more work can be discove i ‘ba Panis 
c red in the contributions of th 
outstanding female leaders who have e ithi a. 
i i merged within the black communi 
E RE Sojourner Truth, Ida Wells and Rosa Parks are me 
ack wo i 
a ree men as much as they are epitomes of black 
Black women, however, ha i i 
» have paid a heavy price for the stren th 
aa enna eas the relative independence they have enjoyed a Ee 
ve seldom been “just housewives,” the hei 
: y have always done their house- 
a They have thus carried the double burden of wage labor and house- 
ork — a double burden which always demands that working women 
o the persevering powers of Sisyphus. As W. E. B. Du Bois observed 
2 0: Some few women are born free, and some amid insult and scarlet 
etters achieve freedom; but our women in black had freedom thrust con- 
eee upon them. With that freedom they are buying an untram- 
meled independence and dear as is the price they pay for it, it will in the end 
be worth every taunt and groan.”!* 
Pree vai men, black. women have worked until they could work no 
mt ike da men, they have assumed the responsibilities of family 
ie ers. : e unorthodox feminine qualities of assertiveness and self- 
canes = which ~ women have been frequently praised but more 
ed — are reflections of their labor and their § l i 
home. But like their white sister. : ee et BE 
s called’ “housewives,” they h 
y have cooked 
ae Sacchi and have nurtu red and reared untold UDE of children. But 
is ike he white housewives, who learned to lean on their husbands for 
ies security, black wives and mothers, usually workers as well, have 
as A een offered the time and energy to become experts at domesticity 
P ra eir white working-class sisters, who also carry the double burden of 
4 z g ne a living and servicing husbands and children, black women 
Ea ed relief from this oppressive predicament for a long, long time 
2 = ack women today and for all their working-class sisters, the notion 
ie e burden of housework and childcare can be shifted from their 
a ers to the society contains one of the radical secrets of women’s 
1 eration. Childcare should be socialized, meal preparation should be 
Herre oe housework should be industrialized — and all these services 
should be readily accessible to working-class people. 
The shortage, if not absence, of public discussion about the feasibility of 
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transforming housework into a social possibility bears seat the ee 
ing powers of bourgeois ideology. It is not even the case a ee 
domestic role has received no attention at all. On the contrary, the co ae 
porary women’s movement has represented housework as ee ica 
ingredient of women’s oppression. There is even, in a number ace 
countries, a movement whose main concern is the plight of me sea sd 
Having reached the conclusion that housework is degrading ie sa eae 
primarily because it is unpaid labor, this movement has raised 1 inna 
for wages. A weekly government pay check, its activists argue, - e : 4 : 
improving the housewife’s status and the social position of wom 
e u for Housework Movement originated in Italy, wat its sa 
public demonstration took place in March 1974. E = Saks 
assembled in. the city of Mestre, one of the speakers earth : “Ha ar 
world’s population is unpaid — this is the biggest class contra has bees 
And this is our struggle for wages for housework. It is the ee e oe ; 
at this moment it is the most revolutionary demand for thew ole pi < 
class. If we win, the class wins, if we lose, the class loses. n e 
this moyement’s strategy, wages are the key to the pein o pa 
wives, and the demand itself is represented as the DER e i = 
campaign for women’s liberation in general. ‘Moreover, e sea 
struggle for wages is projected as the pivotal issue of the entire 
sae eas origins of the Wages for Housework Movement ean 
found in an essay by Mariarosa Dalila Costa entitled pbc an p 
Subversion of the Community.” Here, she argues for a p a z 
housework based on her thesis that the private character of = si 
services is actually an illusion. The housewife, she insists, only Ga : ba 
ministering to the private needs of her husband and children, for A F 
beneficiaries of her services are her husband’s present oo ve i 
future employers of her children. “[The woman] has been iso eg sm a 
home, forced to carry out work that is considered unskilled, z e wo A 
giving birth to, raising, disciplining, and servicing the worker for p 
tion. Her role in the cycle of production ao invisible because only 
r labor, the laborer, was visible. l 
a thái housewives be paid is based on the saa Amc 
they produce a commodity as important and as valuable as the — ie 
their husbands produce on the job. Adopting Dalla Costa’s age ee 
Wages for Housework Movement defines housewives as a Pi 
labor-power sold by their family members as commodities on the cap 
go Costa was not the first theorist to propose such an anne se 
women’s oppression. Both Mary Inman’s In Woman’s Defense ( 
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and Margaret Benston’s “The Political Economy of Women’s Liberation” 
(1969)”” define housework. in such a way as to establish women as a 
special class of workers exploited by capitalism, called “housewives.” That 
women’s procreative, child-rearing and housekeeping roles make it possible 
for their family members to work — to exchange their labor-power for wages 
— can hardly be denied. But does it automatically follow that women in 
general, regardless of their class and races can be fundamentally defined by 
their domestic functions? Does it automatically follow that the housewife is 
actually a secret worker inside the capitalist production process? 

If the industrial revolution resulted in the structural separation of the 
home economy from the public economy, then housework cannot be 
defined as an integral component of capitalist production. It is, rather, 
related to production as a precondition. The employer is not concerned in 
the least about the way labor-power is produced and sustained, ‘he is only 
concerned about its availability and its ability to generate profit. In other 
words, the capitalist production process presupposes the existence of a 
body of exploitable workers. “The replenishment of (workers’) labor-power 
is not a part of the process of social production but a prerequisite to it. 
It occurs outside of the labor process. Its function is the maintenance 
of human existence which is the ultimate purpose of production in all 
societies.””° 

In South African society, where racism has led economic exploitation to 
its most brutal limits, the capitalist economy betrays its structural separa- 
tion from domestic life in a characteristically violent fashion. The social 
architects of apartheid have simply determined that black labor yields 
higher profits when domestic life is all but entirely discarded. Black men are 
viewed as labor units whose productive potential renders them valuable 
to the capitalist class. But their wives and children are “superfluous 
appendages — non-productive, the women being nothing more than ad- 
juncts to the procreative capacity of the black male labor unit.”?! This 
characterization of African women as “superfluous appendages” is hardly a 
metaphor. In accordance with [apartheid] South African law, unemployed 
black women [were] are banned from the white areas (87 percent of the 
country!), even, in most cases, from the cities where their husbands live and 
work. l 

-Black domestic life in South Africa’s industrial centers is viewed by 
apartheid supporters as superfluous and unprofitable. But it is also seen 
as a threat. “Government officials recognize the homemaking role of the 
women and fear their presence in the cities will lead to the establishment of 
a stable black population.” The consolidation of African families in the 
industrialized cities is perceived as a menace because domestic life might 
become a base for a heightened level of resistance to Apartheid. This is 
undoubtedly the reason why large numbers of women holding residence 
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permits for white areas are assigned to live in sex-segregated hostels. Mar- 
ried as well as single women end up living in these projects. In such hostels, 
family life is rigorously prohibited — husbands and wives are unable to visit 
one another and neither mother nor father can receive visits from their 
children.” 

This intense assault on black women in South Africa has already taken 
its toll, for only 28.2 percent are currently opting for marriage. For 
reasons of economic expediency and political security, Apartheid was erod- 
ing — with the apparent goal of destroying — the very fabric of black domestic 
life. South African capitalism then blatantly demonstrated the extent to 
which the capitalist economy is utterly dependent on domestic labor. 

The deliberate dissolution of family life in South Africa could not have 
been undertaken by the government if it were truly the case that the services 
performed by women in the home are an essential constituent of wage- 
labor under capitalism. That domestic life can be dispensed with by the 
South African version of capitalism is a consequence of the separation of 
the private home economy and the public production process which char- 
acterizes capitalist society in general. It seems futile to argue that on the 
basis of capitalism’s internal logic, women ought to be paid wages for 
housework. l 

Assuming that the theory underlying the demand for wages is hopelessly 
flawed, might it not be nonetheless politically desirable to insist thai house- 
wives be paid. Couldn’t one invoke a moral imperative for women’s right to 
be paid for the hours they devote to housework? The idea of a pay check for 
housewives would probably sound quite attractive to many women. But the 
attraction would probably be short-lived. For how many of those women 
would actually be willing to reconcile themselves to deadening, never- 

ending household tasks, all for the sake of a wage? Would a wage alter the 
fact, as Lenin said, that “petty housework crushes, strangles, stultifies and 
degrades (the woman), chains her to the kitchen and to the nursery, and 
wastes her labor on barbarously unproductive, petty, nerve-racking, stulti- 
fying and crushing drudgery.”” It would seem that government pay checks 
for housewives would further legitimize this domestic slavery. 

Is it not an implicit critique of the Wages for Housework Movement that 
women on welfare have rarely demanded compensation for Keeping house. 
Not “wages for housework” but rather “a guaranteed annual income for 
all” is the slogan articulating the immediate alternative they have most 
frequently proposed to the dehumanizing welfare system. What they want 
in the long run, however, is jobs and affordable public childcare. The 
guaranteed annual income functions, therefore, as unemployment insur- 
ance pending the creation of more jobs with adequate wages along with a 
subsidized system of childcare. 

The experiences of yet another group of women reveal the problematic 
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nature of the “wages for housework” strategy. Cleaning women, domestic 
workers, maids — these are the women who know better than anyone else 
what it means to receive wages for housework. Their tragic predicament 
is brilliantly captured in the film by Ousmane Sembene entitled La Noire 
de...” The main character is a young Senegalese woman who, after a 
search for work, becomes a governess for a French family living in Dakar. 
When the family returns to France, she enthusiastically accompanies them. 
Once in France, however, she discovers she is responsible not only for the 
children, but for cooking, cleaning, washing and all the other household 
chores. It is not long before her initial enthusiasm gives way to depression 
— a depression so profound that she refuses the pay offered her by her 
employers. Wages cannot compensate for her slavelike situation. Lacking 
the means to return to Senegal, she is so overwhelmed by her despair 
that she chooses suicide over an indefinite destiny of cooking, sweeping, 
dusting, scrubbing... . 

In the United States, women of color — and especially black women — 
have been receiving wages for housework for untold decades. In 1910, 
when over half of all ‘black females were working outside their homes, one- 
third of them were employed as paid domestic workers. By 1920 over one- 
half were domestic servants, and in 1930 the proportion had risen to three 
out of five.” One of the consequences of the enormous female employment 
shifts during World War II was a much-welcomed decline in the number of 
black domestic workers. Yet in 1960 one-third of all black women holding 
jobs were still confined to their traditional occupations.” It was not until 
clerical jobs became more accessible to black women that the proportion of 
black women domestics headed in a definitely downward direction. Today 
the figure hovers around 3 percent.” 

The enervating domestic obligations of women in general provide 
flagrant evidence of the power of sexism. Because of the added intrusion of 
racism, vast numbers of black women have had to do their own housekeep- 
ing and other women’s home chores as well. And frequently, the demands 
of the job in a white woman’s home have forced the domestic worker to 
neglect her own home and even her own children. As paid housekeepers, 
they have been called upon to be surrogate wives and mothers in millions 
of white homes. 

During their more than fifty years of organizing efforts, domestic workers 
have tried to redefine their work by rejecting the role of the surrogate 
housewife. The housewife’s chores are unending and undefined. House- 
hold workers have demanded in the first place a clear delineation of the jobs 
they are expected to perform. The name itself of one of the houseworkers’ 
major unions today — Household Technicians of America — emphasizes 
their refusal to function as surrogate housewives whose job is “just house- 
work.” As long as household workers stand in the shadow of the housewife, 
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they will continue to receive wages which are more closely related to a 
housewife’s “allowance” than to a worker’s pay check. According to the 
National Committee on Household Employment, the average; full-time 
household technician earned only $2,732 in 1976, two-thirds of them 
earning under $2,000.” Although for household workers the protection of 
the minimum wage law had been extended several years previously, in 1976 
an astounding 40 percent still received grossly substandard wages. The 
Wages for Housework Movement assumes that if women were paid for 
being housewives, they would accordingly enjoy a higher social stants 
Quite a different story is told by the age-old struggles of the paid househo A 
worker, whose condition is more miserable than that of any other group o 
er capitalism. 
asa 30 percent of all US women work for a living today, and they 
constitute 41 percent of the country’s labor force. Yet countless numbers 
of women are currently unable to find decent jobs. Like racism, sexism 1s 
one of the great justifications for high female unemployment rates. Many 
women are “just housewives” because in reality they are unemployed 
workers: Cannot, therefore, the “just housewife” role be most effectively 
challenged-by demanding jobs for women on a level of equality with mea 
and by pressing for the social services (childcare, for example) an jor 
benefits (maternity leave, etc.) which will allow more women to wor 
i e home? l 
othe Wazes for Housework Movement discourages women from seeking 
outside jobs, arguing that “slavery to an assembly line is not liberation from 
slavery to the kitchen sink.”” The campaign’s spokeswomen insist, none- 
theless, that they don’t advocate the continued imprisonment of women 
within the isolated environment of their homes. They claim that while they 
refuse to work on the capitalist market per se, they do not wish to assign to 
women the permanent responsibility for housework. As a US representative 


of this movement says: 


_. . we are not interested in making our work more efficient or more produc- 
tive for capital. We are interested in reducing our work, and ultimately 
refusing it altogether. But as long as we work in the home for nothing, ne one 
really cares how long or how hard we work. For capital only intro uces 
advanced technology to cut the costs of production after wage gains by the 
working class. Only if we make our work cost (i.e., only if we make it 
uneconomical) will capital “discover” the technology to reduce it. At present, 
we often have to go out for a second shift of work to afford the dishwasher that 
should cut down our housework.” 


< 


Once women have achieved the right to be paid for their work, they can 
raise demands for higher wages, thus compelling the capitalists to under- 
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take the industrialization of housework. Is this a concrete strategy for 
women’s liberation or is it an unrealizable dream? 

How are women supposed to conduct the initial struggle for wages? 
Dalla Costa advocates the housewives’ strike: “We must reject the home, 
because we want to unite with other women, to struggle against all 
situations which presume that women will stay at home. . .. To abandon 
the home is already a form of struggle, since the social services we 
perform there would then cease to be carried out in those 
conditions.”7? 

But if women are to leave the home, where are they to go? How will they 
unite with other women? Will they really leave their homes motivated by no 
other desire than to protest their housework? Is it not much more realistic 
to call upon women to “leave home” in search of outside jobs — or at least 
to participate in a massive campaign for decent jobs for women? Granted, 
work under the conditions of capitalism is brutalizing work. Granted, it is 
uncreative and alienating. Yet with all this, the fact remains that on the job, 
women can unite with their sisters — and indeed with their brothers — in 
order to challenge the capitalists at the point of production. As workers, 
as militant activists in the labor movement, women can generate the real 
power to fight the mainstay and beneficiary of sexism which is the mo- 
nopoly capitalist system. 

If the wages-for-housework strategy does little in the way of providing 
a long-range solution to the problem of women’s oppression, neither does 
it substantively address the profound discontent of contemporary house- 
wives. Recent sociological studies have revealed that housewives today are 
more frustrated by their lives than ever before. When Ann Oakley con- 
ducted interviews for her book The Sociology of Housework,” she discovered 
that even the housewives who initially seemed unbothered by their house- 
work eventually expressed a very deep dissatisfaction. These comments 
came from a woman who held an outside factory job: 


(Do you like housework?) I don’t mind it. . . . I suppose I don’t mind house- 
work because I’m not at it all day. I go to work and I’m only on housework 
half a day. If I did it all day I wouldn’t like it —- woman’s work is never done, 
she’s on the go all the time — even before you go to bed, you’ve still got 
something to do — emptying ashtrays, wash a few cups up. Yourre still 
working. It’s the same thing every day; you can’t sort of say you’re not going 
to do it, because you’ve got to do it — like preparing a meal: it’s got to be done 


because if you don’t do it, the children wouldn’t eat... . I suppose you get 
used to it, you just do it automatically. . . . I’m happier at work than I am at 
home. 


(What would you say are the worst things about being a housewife?) I 
suppose you get days when you feel you get up and you’ve got to do the same 
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old things -you get bored, you're stuck in the same ae I na E aF 
ife, 1 *re honest, they'll turn around and say é 
any housewife, if they’re » th ee aon cae 
half the time — everybody thinks w. en yg je morning “ 

aie a ae the same old things to do today, till I go to bed tonight.” It’s doing 

ihe same things — boredom.” 
Would wages diminish this boredom? This woman would o 
no. A full-time housewife told Oakley about the compulsive na i 


housework: 


The worst thing is I suppose that you’ve got to do the work raa e ae 
at home. Even though Pve got the option of not doing it, I don’t really te 


+, 3 
could not do it because I feel I ought to do it. 


In all likelihood, receiving wages for doing this work would aggravate this 


i . . 
woman’s obsession. $ 
Oakley reached the conclusion that housework — particularly when it 


a full-time job — so thoroughly invades the female personality eae 

housewife becomes indistinguishable from her job: ee : ph 
i job: ion between subjective 

i rtant sense, is her job: separation Detws bje 

eaen in the situation is therefore intrinsically more difficult.””’ The 


psychological consequence is frequently a tragically stunted personality 


haunted by feelings of inferiority. Psychological liberation can hardly be 
‘eved simply by paying the housewife a wage. ee 

po d studies have confirmed the acute ee 

suffered by contemporary housewives. When Myra Ferree interviewe 


8g 


ny housewives as employed wives sal i 
tives. Needless to say, most of the working women did not have oe 
enuy fulfilling jobs: they were waitresses, factory inant pica 

ks, etc. Yet their ability to. 
ket and department store clerks, £ 
a of their homes, “getting out and seeing other oe Pat E 
i j Would the housewives who 
j rtant to them as their earnings. i j t 
ee “going crazy staying at home” welcome the idea of being P 
driving themselves crazy? One woman complained ae Glee ane 
ing in jail” down the walls o ? 
is like being in jail” — would wages tear i 
ean escape path from this jail is the search for work outside the 
Pee one of the more than 50 percent of all US women who work she 
is a powerful argument for the alleviation of the a. of P r 
isi italists have already begun 
matter of fact, enterprising capita t 
BUR new historical need to emancipate themselves from their roles as 
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housewives. Endless profit-making fast-food chains like McDonald’s and 
Kentucky Fried Chicken bear witness to the.fact that more women at work 
means fewer daily meals prepared at home. However unsavory and 
unnutritious the food, however exploitative of their workers, these fast-food 
operations call attention to the approaching obsolescence of the housewife. 
What is needed, of course, is new social institutions to assume a good 
portion of the housewife’s old duties. This is the challenge emanating from 
the swelling ranks of women in the working class. The demand for universal 
and subsidized childcare is a direct consequence of the rising number of 
‘working mothers. And as more women organize around the demand for 
more jobs — for jobs on the basis of full equality with men — serious 
questions will increasingly be raised about the future viability of women’s 
housewife duties. It may well be true that “slavery to an assembly line” is 
not in itself “liberation from the kitchen sink,” but the assembly line is 
doubtlessly the most powerful incentive for women to press for the elimina- 
tion of their age-old domestic slavery. 

The abolition’ of housework as the private responsibility of individual 
women is clearly a strategic goal of women’s liberation. But the socializa- 
tion of housework — including meal preparation and childcare — presup- 
poses an end to the profit-motive’s reign over the economy. The only 
significant steps toward ending domestic slavery have in fact been taken in 
the existing socialist countries. Working women, therefore, have a special 
and vital interest in the struggle for socialism. Moreover, under capitalism, 
campaigns for jobs on an equal basis with men, combined with movements 
for institutions such as subsidized public childcare, contain an explosive 
revolutionary potential. This strategy calls into question the validity 


of monopoly capitalism and must ultimately point in the direction of 
socialism. 
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Surrogates and Outcast 
Mothers: Racism and 
Reproductive Politics in the 
Nineties 


The historical construction of women’s reproductive role, which is largely 
synonymous with the historical failure to acknowledge the a e 
reproductive self-determination, has been informed bya peculiar constella- 
tion of racist and misogynist assumptions. These assumptions have under- 
gone mutations even as they remain tethered to their historical origins. To 
explore the politics of reproduction in a contemporary context is to —— 
nize the growing intervention of technology into the most intimate spaces o 
human life: from computerized bombings in the Persian Gulf that have 
taken life from thousands of children and adults as if they were nothing 
more than the abstract statistics of a video game, to the complex techno- 
logies awaiting women who wish to transcend biological or socially induced 
infertility. I do not mean to suggest that technology is inherently oppressive. 
Rather, the socio-economic conditions within which reproductive tech- 
nologies are being developed, applied, and rendered accessible or inacces- 
sible maneuver them in directions that most often maintain or deepen 
misogynist, anti-working-class, and racist marginalization. l 
To the extent that fatherhood is denied as a socially significant moment 
in the process of biological reproduction, the politics of reproduction hinge 
on the social construction of motherhood. The new developments 1n repro- 
ductive technology have encouraged the contemporary emergence of popu- 
lar attitudes — at least among the middle classes — that bear a remarkable 
resemblance to the nineteenth-century cult of motherhood, including the 
moral, legal, and political taboos it developed against abortion. While the 
rise of industrial capitalism led to the historical obsolescence of the domes- 
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is no longer a primary or exclusive vocation — now encounter a mystification 
of maternity emanating from the possibility of transcending biological 
(and socially defined) reproductive incapacity. It is as if the recognition 
of infertility is now a catalyst - among some groups of women — for a 
motherhood quest that has become more compulsive and more openly 
ideological than during the nineteenth century. Considering the anti- 
abortion campaign, it is not difficult to envision this contemporary ideologi- 
cal mystification of motherhood as central to the efforts to deny all women 
the legal rights that would help shift the politics of reproduction toward a 
recognition of our autonomy with respect to the biological functions of our 
bodies. 

In the United States, the nineteenth-century cult of motherhood was 
complicated by a number of class- and race-based contradictions. Women 
who had recently emigrated from Europe were cast, like their male counter- 
parts, into the industrial proletariat, and were therefore compelled to play 
economic roles that contradicted the increasing representation of women as 
wives/mothers. Moreover, in conflating slave motherhood with the repro- 
duction of its labor force, the moribund slave economy effectively denied 
motherhood to vast numbers of African women. My female ancestors were 
not led to believe that, as women, their primary vocation was motherhood. 
Yet slave women were imprisoned within their reproductive role as well. 
The same socio-historical reasons for the ideological location of:European 
women in an increasingly obsolete domestic economy as the praducers, 
nurturers, and rearers of children caused slave women to be valuated in 
accordance with their role as breeders. Of course, both motherhood, as it 
was ideologically constructed, and breederhood, as it historically unfolded, 
were contingent upon the biological birth process. However, the one 
presumed to capture the moral essence of womanness, while the other 
denied, on the basis of racist presumptions and economic necessity, the 
very possibility of morality and thus also participation in this motherhood 
cult. 

During the first half of the nineteenth century, when the industrial 
demand for cotton led to the obsessive expansion of slavery at a time when 
the importation of Africans was no longer legal, the “slaveocracy” de- 
mañded of African women that they bear as many children as they were 
biologically capable of bearing. Thus, women bore as many as eighteen 
children. My own grandmother, whose parents were slaves, was one of 
thirteen children. 
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At the same time, therefore, that nineteenth-century white women were 
being ideologically incarcerated within their biological reproductive role, 
essentialized as mothers, African women were forced to bear children, not 
as evidence of their role as mothers, but for the purpose of expanding the 
human property held by slave owners. ‘The reproductive role imposed upon 
African slave women bore no relationship to a subjective project of moth- 
erhood. In fact, as Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved indicates — inspired as it 
is by an actual historical case of a woman killing her daughter — some slave 
women committed infanticide as a means of resisting the enslavement of 
their progeny. 

Slave women were birth mothers or genetic mothers — to employ terms 
rendered possible by the new reproductive technologies — but they possessed 
no legal rights as mothers, of any kind. Considering the commodification of 
their children — and indeed, of their own persons — their status was similar 
to that of the contemporary surrogate mother. I am suggesting that the term 
surrogate mother might be invoked as a retroactive description of their status 
because the economic appropriation of their reproductive capacity reflected 
the inability of the slave economy to produce and reproduce its own laborers 
— a limitation with respect to the forces of economic production that is being 

transformed in this era of advanced capitalism by the increasing comput- 
erization and robotization of the economy. 

The children of slave mothers could be sold away by their owners for 
business reasons or as a result of a strategy of repression. Slave women 

could also be forced to give birth to children fathered by their masters, 
knowing full well that the white fathers would never recognize their black 
children as offspring. As a consequence of the socially constructed invisibil- 
ity of the white father — a pretended invisibility strangely respected by the 
white and black communities alike — black children would grow up in an 
intimate relation to their white half-brothers and sisters, except that their 
biological kinship, often revealed by a visible physical resemblance, would 
remain shrouded in silence. This feature of slave motherhood was some- 
thing about which no one could speak. Slave women who had been com- 
pelled — or had, for their own reasons, agreed — to engage in sexual 
intercourse with their masters would be committing the equivalent of a 
crime if they publicly revealed the fathers of their children.’ These women 
knew that it was quite likely that their children might also be sold or 
brutalized or beaten by their own fathers, brothers, uncles, or nephews. 

If I have lingered over what I see as some of the salient reproductive 
issues in African-American women’s history, it is because they seem to shed 
light on the ideological context of contemporary technological intervention 
in the realm of reproduction. Within the contemporary feminist discourse 
about the new reproductive technologies — in vitro fertilization, surrogacy; 
embryo transfer — concern has been expressed about what is sometimes 
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cleaned their houses and — our present concern — they have nurtured and 
reared their employers’ babies. They have functioned as surrogate mothers. 
Considering this previous history, is it not possible to imagine the possibil- 
ity that poor women — especially poor women of color — might be trans- 
formed into a special caste of hired pregnancy carriers? Certainly such fears 
are not simply the product of an itinerant imagination. In any event, 
whether or not such a caste of women baby-bearers eventually makes its 
way into history, these historical experiences constitute a socio-historical 
backdrop for the present debate around the new reproductive technologies. 
The very fact that the discussion over surrogacy tends to coincide, by virtue 
of corporate involvement and intervention in the new technologies, with the 
debate over surrogacy for profit, makes it necessary to acknowledge histori- 
cal economic precedents for surrogate motherhood. Those patterns are 
more or less likely to persist under the impact of the technology in its 
market context. The commodification of reproductive technologies and, in 
particular, the labor services of pregnant surrogate mothers, means that 
rhoney is being made and that, therefore, someone is being exploited. 
Once upon a time — and this is still the case outside the technologically 


advanced capitalist societies - a woman who discovered that she was 


infertile would have to’ reconcile herself to the impossibility of giving birth 
to her own biological offspring. She would therefore either try to create 
a life for herself that did not absolutely require the presence of children, or 
she chose to enter into a mothering relationship in other ways. There was 
the possibility of foster motherhood, adoptive motherhood, or play mother- 
hood.’ This last possibility is deeply rooted in the black community tradi- 
tion of extended families and relationships based both on biological kinship 
— though not necessarily biological motherhood — and on personal history: 
which is often as binding as biological kinship. But even within the biologi- 
cal network itself, relationships between, for example, an aunt and niece or 
nephew, in the African-American and other family traditions, might be as 
strong or stronger than those between a mother and daughter or son. 

My own mother grew up in a family of foster parents with no siblings. 
Her best friend had no sisters and brothers either, so they invented a sister 
relationship between them. Though many years passed before I became 
aware that they were not “really” sisters, this knowledge had no significant 
impact on me: I considered my Aunt Elizabeth no less my aunt later than 
during the earlier years of my childhood. Because she herself had no 
children, her relation to me, my sister and two brothers was one of a second 
mother. 

If she were alive and in her child-bearing years today, I wonder whether 
she would bemoan the fact that she lacked the financial resources to employ 
all the various technological means available to women who wish to reverse 
their infertility. I wonder if she would feel a greater compulsion to fulfill a 
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teenagers to consolidate traditional two-parent families. The most obvious 
one is that it rarely makes economic sense for an unemployed young 
woman to marry an unemployed young man. As a consequence of shop 
closures in industries previously accessible to young black male workers — 
and the overarching deindustrialization of the economy — young men 
capable of contributing to the support of their children are becoming 
increasingly scarce. For a young woman whose pregnancy results from 
a relationship with an unemployed youth, it makes little sense to enter 
into a marriage that will probably bring in an extra adult as well as a child 
to be supported by her own mother/father/grandmother. 
The rise of single motherhood cannot be construed, however, as synony~ 
mous with the “fall” of the nuclear family within black communities — if 
only because it is an extremely questionable proposition that there was such 
an uncontested structure as the nuclear family to begin with. Historically, 
family relationships within black communities have rarely coincided with 
the traditional nuclear model. The nuclear family, in fact, is a relatively 
recent configuration, integrally connected with the development of indus- 
trial capitalism. It is afamily configuration thatis rapidly losing its previous, 
if limited, historical viability: presently, the majority of US families, regard- 
less of membership in ʻa -particular cultural or ethnic group, cannot be 
characterized as “nuclear” in the traditional sense. Considering the gender- 
based division of labor at the core of the nuclear model, even those families 
that consist of the mother-father—children nucleus — often popularly re- 
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ferred to as “nuclear families” — do not, rigorously speaking, conform to the 

nuclear model. The increasingly widespread phenomenon of the “working 
i mother,” as opposed to the wife/mother whose economic responsibilities 
| i are confined to the household and the children, thoroughly contradicts and 
aa renders anachronistic the nuclear family model. Not too many mothers stay 
ia at home by choice anymore; not too many mothers can afford to stay at 
home, unless of course, they benefit from the class privileges that accrue to 
the wealthy. In other words, even for those whose historical realities were 
the basis of the emergence of this nuclear family model, the model is rapidly 
losing its ability to contain and be responsive to contemporary social/ 
economic/psychic realities. 

It angers me that this simplistic notion of the material and spiritual 
impoverishment of the African-American community as largely rooted-in 
teenage pregnancy is so widely accepted. This is not to imply that teenage 
pregnancy is unproblematic. It is extremely problematic; however, I cannot 
assent to representations of teenage pregnancy as “the problem.” There 
are reasons young black women become pregnant and/or desire pregnancy. 
I do not think I am far off-target when I point out that few young 
women who choose pregnancy are offered an alternative range of. opp6r- 
tunities for self-expression and development. Are those black teenage girls 


utterly commodified motherhood. 

Further contradictions in the contemporary social compulsion toward 
motherhood — contradictions rooted in race and class — can be found in th 
persisting problem of sterilization abuse. While poor women in man N 
effectively have lost access to abortion, they may be sterilized with he full 
financial support of the government. While the “right” to opt for Aa ical 
sterilization is an important feature of women’s control over the re ae 
tive functions of their bodies, the imbalance between the difficulty of acce 
to abortions and the ease of access to sterilization reveals the continued ad 
tenacious insinuation of racism into the politics of reproduction. Th 
astoundingly high — and continually mounting — statistics regatik e 
sterilization of Puerto Rican women expose one of the most arate : 
in which women’s bodies bear the evidence of colonization. Likewise ie 
bodies of vast numbers of sterilized indigenous women within the ae 
borders of the US bear the traces of a 500-year-old tradition of genocide 
oe there is as yet no evidence of large-scale sterilization of Africans 
se sek ese Latina teenage girls, there is documented evidence of the 

government's promotion and funding of sterilization operations for 
young black girls during the 1960s and 70s. This historical precedent 
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convinces me that it is not inappropriate to speculate about such a future 
possibility of preventing teenage pregnancy. Or — to engage in further 
speculation — of recruiting healthy young poor women, a disproportionate 
number of whom would probably be black, Latina, Native American, 
Asian, or from the Pacific Islands, to serve as pregnancy carriers for women 
who can afford to purchase their services. 

A majority of all women in jails and prisons are mothers and 7 to 10 
percent are pregnant.’ On the other hand, women’s correctional institu- 


tions still incorporate and dramatically reveal their ideological links to the “ 


cult of motherhood. Even today, imprisoned women are labeled “deviant,” 
not so much because of the crimes they may have committed, but rather 
because their attitudes and their behavior are seen as blatant contradictions 
of prevailing expectations — especially in the judicial and law enforcement 
systems — of women’s place. They are mothers who have failed to find 
themselves in motherhood. 

Since the onset of industrial capitalism, women’s “deviance” has been 
constructed in psychological terms; the site of female incarceration has 
been less the prison and more the mental institution. For this reason, the 
population of jails and prisons is majority male and a minority female, while’ 
the reverse is the case in the mental institutions. The strategic role of 
domesticity in the structure and correctional goals of women’s prisons 
revolves around the notion that to rehabilitate women, you must teach 
them how to be good wives and good mothers. Federal prisons such as 
Alderson Federal Reformatory for women in West Virginia and state insti- 
tutions like the California Institute for Women and Bedford Hills in the 
state of New York attempt to architecturally — albeit mechanistically — 
evoke family life. Instead of cells there are cottages; here women have 
historically “learned” how to keep house, wash and iron clothes, do the 
dishes. What bearing does this have on the politics of reproduction? I would 
suggest that there is something to be learned from the egregious contradic- 
tion of this emphasis on training for motherhood within a prison system 
that intransigently refuses to allow incarcerated women to pursue any 
meaningful relationship with their own children. 

In the San Francisco Bay Area, there are only three alternative institu- 
tions where women serving jail sentences may live with their children — the 


Elizabeth Fry Center, Mandela House, and Keller House. In all three. 


places combined, there is space for about 20 to 25 women. In the mean- 
time, thousands of women in the area suffer the threat — or reality — of 
having their children taken away and made wards of the court. Imprisoned 
women who admit that they have drug problems and seek to rehabilitate 
themselves often discover that their admissions are used as evidence of their 
incapacity to be good mothers. In the jails and prisons where they are 
incarcerated, they are presumably being taught to be good mothers, even as 
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they are powerless to prevent the state from seizing their own children. 
Excepting a small minority of alternative “correctignal” institutions, where 
social stereotypes are being questioned (although in most instances, the 
structure of incarceration itself is left unchallenged), the underlying agenda 
of this motherhood training is to turn aggressive women into submissive 
and dependent “mothers,” whose children are destined to remain 
motherless. 

The process through which a significant portion of the population of 
young black, Latina, Native American, Asian, and Pacific women .are 
criminalized, along with the poor European women who, by their associa- 
tion with women of color, are deemed criminal, hinges on a manipulation 
of a certain ideological representation of motherhood. A poor teenage black 
or Latina girl who is a single mother is suspected of criminality simply by 
virtue of the fact that she is poor and has had a child “out of wedlock.” This 
process of criminalization affects the young men in a different way — not as 
fathers, but rather by virtue of a more all-embracing racialization. Any 
young black man can be potentially labeled as criminal: a shabby appear- 
anee is equated with drug addiction, yet an elegant and expensive self- 
presentation is interpreted as drug dealing. While it may appear that this 
process of criminalization is unrelated to the construction of the politics of 
reproduction, there are significant implications here for the expansion of 
single motherhood in black and Latino communities. The 25 percent 
of African-American men in jails and prisons,'° for example, naturally find 
it difficult, even in a vicarious sense, to engage-in any significant parenting 
projects. 

In pursuing a few of the ways in which racism — and.class bias — inform 
the contemporary politics of reproduction, I am suggesting that there are 
numerous unexplored vantage points from which we can reconceptualize 
reproductive issues. It is no longer acceptable to gtound an analysis of the 
politics of reproduction in a conceptual construction of “woman” as a sex. 
It is not enough to assume that female beings whose bodies are distin- 
guished by vaginas, evarian tubes, uteri, and other biological. features 
related to reproduction should be able to claim such “rights” to exercise 
control-over the processes of these organs as the right to abortion. The 
social/economic/political circumstances that oppress and marginalize 
women of various racial, ethnic, and class backgrounds, and thus alter the 
impact of ideological conceptions of motherhood, cannot be ignored with- 
out affirming the same structures of domination that have led to such 
different — but related — politics of reproduction in the first place. 

In conclusion, I will point to some of the strategic constellations that 
should be taken into consideration in reconceiving an agenda of reproduc- 
tive rights. I do not present the following points as an exhaustive list of such 
goals, but rather I am trying to allude to a few of the contemporary issues 
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requiring further theoretical examination and practical/political action. 
While the multiple arenas in which women’s legal abortion rights are 
presently being assaulted and eroded can account for the foregrounding of 
this struggle, the failure to ensure economic accessibility of birth control 
and abortion has equally important results in the inevitable marginalization 
of poor women’s reproductive rights. With respect to a related issue, the 
“right” and access to sterilization is important, but again, it is equally 
important to look at those economic and ideological conditions that track 
some women toward sterilization, thus denying them the possibility of 
bearing and rearing children in numbers they themselves choose. 

Although the new reproductive technologies cannot be construed as 
inherently affirmative or violative of worhen’s reproductive rights, the an- 
choring of the technologies to the profit schemes of their producers and 
distributors results in a commodification of motherhood that complicates 
and deepens power relationships based on class and race. Yet, beneath this 
marriage of technology, profit, and the assertion of a historically obsolete 
bourgeois individualism lies the critical issue of the right to determine the 
character of one’s family. The assault on this “right” — a term I have used 
throughout, which is not, however, unproblematic — is implicated in the 
ideological offensive against single motherhood as well as in the 
homophobic refusal to recognize lesbian and gay family configurations — 
and especially in the persisting denial of custody (even though some 
changes have occurred) to lesbians with children from previous hetero- 
sexual marriages. This is one of the many ways in which the present-day 
ideological compulsion toward motherhood that I have attempted to weave 
into all of my arguments further resonates. Moreover, this ideology of 
motherhood is wedded to an obdurate denial of the very social services 
women require in order to make meaningful choices to bear or not to bear 
children. Such services include health care — from the prenatal period to old 
age — childcare, housing, education, jobs, and all the basic services human 
beings require to lead decent lives. The privatization of family responsibil- 
ities — particularly during an era when so many new family configurations 
are being invented that the definition of family stretches beyond its own 
borders — takes on increasingly reactionary implications. This is why I close 
with a point of departure: the reconceptualization of family and of repro- 
ductive rights in terms that move from the private to the public, from the 
individual ‘to the social. 
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Black Women and the 
Academy 


These are very complicated times — in a sense the very fact that so many of 
us are able to come together as black women academics, students, faculty, 
staff — is indicative of the vast strides that have occurred since 1862, when 
Mary Jane Patterson became the first African-American woman to be 
awarded a BA degree. After graduating from Oberlin College, she went 
on to teach at the Institute for Colored Youth in Philadelphia and later 
became principal of the Preparatory High School for Colored Youth in 
Washington, DC (which was the predecessor of Dunbar High School). 
Thus, as so many black women have done, she prepared younger genera- 
tions for higher education. As bell hooks, referring to black women teachers 
in the South, wrote, “They were active participants in black community, 
shaping our futures, mapping our intellectual terrains, sharing revolution- 
ary fervor and vision.”” 

But, while courageous people have organized and fought to make the 
walls of academia less impenetrable, these very victories have spawned new 
problems and foreshadowed new struggles. So today we are talking about 
defending our name within the system of higher education — as students, 
teachers, and workers. 

I include workers — because it would be a mark of our having reproduced 
the very elitism which excluded and continues to exclude so many of us if 
we assumed that there is only one group of black women whose names are 
worth defending in the academy. Why, in fact, is it considered more 
important to defend the name of the assistant professor who is refused 
tenure than the secretary who is kept in a dead-end job? — or the woman- 
of-color janitor who is not allowed to unionize? l 

Certainly the academy is an important site for political contestations 


First published by Johns Hopkins University Press in Callaloo (vol. 17, no. 2, summer 1994), 
this is Angela Y. Davis’s closing address at the “Black Women in the Academy: Defending Our 
Name 1894-1994” Conference, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge MA, 
January 15, 1994. Copyright © 1994 by Angela Y. Davis. Reprinted by permission of the 
author and the Johns Hopkins University Press. 
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of racism, sexism, and homophobia. In relation to some issues we choose 
to address, the academy may be a strategic site, but it is not the only 
site, especially if we commit ourselves to defending the name of black 
women. 

Since we have all assembled this weekend under the motto, “Defending 
Our Name,” I suggest we look at the historical significance of the 
conference’s organizing theme. As we know, this theme, which we associate 
with the turn-of-the-century black women’s club movement, was first for- 
mulated by Fannie Barrier Williams in an address she gave at a worldwide 
gathering of women during the 1893 Columbian World Exposition. Her 
words bear repeating now: 


I regret the necessity of speaking to the question of the moral progress of our 
women because the morality of our home life has been commented on so 
disparagingly and meanly that we are placed in the unfortunate position of 
being defenders of our name. While I duly appreciate the offensiveness of all 
references to American slavery, it is unavoidable to charge to that system 
every moral imperfection that mars the character of the colored American. 
The whole life and power of slavery depended upon an enforced degradation 
of everything human in the slaves. The slave code recognized only animal 
distinctions between the sexes and ruthlessly ignored those ordinary separa- 
tions ofthe sexes that belong to the social state. It is a great wonder that two 
centuries of such demoralization did not work a complete extinction of all the 
moral instincts. 


Williams continued to explain that black southern women needed “protec- 
tion”: “I do not wish to disturb the serenity of this conference by suggesting 
why this protection is needed and the kind of men against’ whom it is 
needed.” 

Williams’s 1893 statement was admirable and courageous, but at the 
same time deeply influenced by the ideological climate of that era, which 
constructed womanhood — “true womanhood” — in explicitly middle-class 
terms, which did not always distinguish between sexual victimization and 
female sexual desire. 

When the National Association of Colored Women was founded 
in 1896, it chose for its motto, “Lifting as We Climb.” This motto called 
upon the most educated, the most moral, and the most affluent African- 
American women to recognize the extent to which the dominant culture’s 
racist perceptions linked them with the least educated, the “most immoral,” 
and the most impoverished black women. Mary Church Terrell described 
this cross-class relationship as a determination “to come into the closest 
possible touch with the masses of our women, through whom the woman- 
hood of our people is always judged.” In other words, “[s] elf-preservation 
demands that [educated black women] go among the lowly, illiterate and 
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even the vicious, to whom they are bound by ties of race and sex, to reclaim 
them.”° Such postures helped to produce a distinguished tradition of pro- 
gressive activism among black middle-class women from the NACW to the 
National Council of Negro Women and similar organizations today, but 
what was and remains problematic is the premise that middle-class women 
necessarily embody a standard their poorer sisters should be encouraged to 
emulate. 

The black women’s club movement was especially concerned with 
“defending their name” against pervasive charges of immorality and sexual 
promiscuity. Given the extent to which representations of black inferiority 
emanating from the dominant culture were bound up with notions of racial 
hypersexualization — the deployment of the myth of the black rapist to 
justify lynching is the most obvious example — it is hard to imagine that 
women like Fannie Barrier Williams, Ida B. Wells, and Mary Church 
Terrell could have been as effective as they were without defending the 
sexual purity of their sisters. Yet, in the process of defending black women’s 
moral integrity and sexual purity, sexual agency was almost entirely denied. 
We should remember that in the aftermath of slavery, sexuality was one of 
the very few realms in which masses of African-American women could 
exercise some kind of autonomy: they could, at least, choose their sexual 
partners — and thus they could distinguish their post-slavery status from 
their historical enslavement. 

I want to suggest that this denial of sexual agency was in an important 
respect the denial of freedom for working-class black women. At the same 
time, I do not want to underestimate the historical importance of the 
campaigns organized by the black women’s club movement, which 
attempted to affirm the morality of black women and to defend black 
women’s names. Since the vast majority of black women workers — from the 
end of slavery up to the late 1950s — were domestic workers, sexual 
harassment and abuse were serious job hazards, particularly because white 
public opinion tended to place the blame for any sexual activity between 
black women and white men on the women rather than the men. But, in the 
process of conducting a much needed, righteous struggle against sexual 
abuse, focusing on the racist way in which black women were depicted as 
inferior sexual animals, these ideological contestations tended to deny black 
women’s sexuality altogether. 

I refer to this historical process because of its contemporary. resonance. 
For example, most campaigns today against teenage pregnancy fail to 
acknowledge the possibility and desirability of sexual autonomy in young 
black women. An article featured on the cover of Jet Magazine (January 10, 
1994) was titled “Athletes for Abstinence Promotes ‘Sexual Purity’ for 
Teens Until Marriage.” Consider also the program to distribute Norplant 
in the Baltimore school clinics. Female sexuality — young black women’s 
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sexuality — is the hidden and unspoken factor in the debates around the 
distribution of Norplant in the public schools. 
George Will wrote an Op/Ed article in The Washington Post (March 18 

1 993), decrying sexual activity, while mobilizing statistics in an pecali 
virulent and reifying way: “This year 10 million teenagers will engage in 
126 million acts of sexual intercourse resulting in 1 million pregnancies 

406,000 abortions, 134,000 miscarriages and 490,000 births, about 64 
percent (313,000) of them illegitimate. In 1988, 11,000 babies were born 
to females under 15. In 1990, 32 percent of ninth grade females (14 and 
15) had sexual intercourse.”” He goes on to make racial distinctions, so as 


to support the extension of the Norplant program largely to young black 
women: i 


A white suburban teenager who becomes pregnant is apt to get an abortion 
and go on to college. A black inner-city teenager’s pregnancy is not apt to 
disrupt similar expectations. Furthermore, the pregnant teenager is apt to 


have a supportive matriarchy to rely on if she decides to have the baby 
resulting from the unwanted pregnancy. 


But the prospects for such babies are at best problematic. Better the 


unwanted pregnancy had not occurred. And Norplant may be the most 
feasible preventative." 


In the debates around the distribution of Norplant in, the schools, the 
specter of black community genocide is often evoked by the ODPOREN of 
this program. But what is omitted is a discussion of the young women 
themselves as subjects who engage in sexual activity for reasons that are not 


necessarily limited to reproduction. What is further omitted is a discussion 


of the need for education to assist the young women to protect themselves 
from HIV and AIDS as well as from other sexually transmitted diseases. 
Former US Surgeon General Dr Joycelyn Elders’s promotion of the use of 
condoms is entirely ignored in these debates. 

I want to return to the historical analysis I initially proposed. In “The 
Struggle of Negro Women for Sex and Race Emancipation,” an article for 
a 1925 issue of Survey Graphic, Elsie Johnson McDougall wrote: 


[The Negro woman’s] emotional and sex life is a reflex of her economic 
station. The women of the working class will react, emotionally and sexually. 
similarly to the working-class women of other races. .. . Superficial cetes 
who have had contact only with the lower grades of Negro women, claim that 
they are more immoral than other groups of women. This I dény. This is the 
sort Of criticism which predicates of one race, to its detriment, that which is 


common to all races. Sex irregularities are not a matter of race, but of socio- 
economic conditions.’ 
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McDougall’s attempt to shift the burden of sexuality — which, in its very 
acknowledgment, is equated with morality — from race to class ironically. 
resonates with Will’s argument and with contemporary patterns of 
racialization in which the role of race itself is denied. 

As we approach the close of the only century that people of African 
descent have spent on this soil which has been free of slavery, we need to 
find ways to connect with, and at the same time be critical of, the work of 
our foremothers. There is no contradiction here. The most powerful way to 
acknowledge and carry on in a tradition that will move us forward is 
simultaneously to affirm historical continuity and to effect some conscious 
historical ruptures. Therefore, I want to pose a question: How much of the 
ideological tradition of “defending our name” do we wish to affirm and 
preserve? And what about it do we wish to break with? I only want to make 
a few points, and leave the rest to you. 

First, we can no longer assume that there is a single monolithic force 
against which we position ourselves in order to defend our name — i.e., the 
white. establishment. We have to defend our names in those places we 
consider home as well. Moreover, the corporate and political establish- 
ments are becoming increasingly integrated, while the structures of domi- 
nation have become even more consolidated. Because black people were so 
instrumental in the election of Clinton, we often find it difficult to explore 
the extent to which the erasure of race by the new Democrats mirrors 
previous arguments against affirmative action and the invocation of reverse 
discrimination by neo-conservatives. In a sense, neo-liberalism and neo- 
conservatism are moving toward a dangerous embrace. 

Second, we can no longer ignore the ways in which we sometimes end up 
reproducing the very forms of domination which we like to attribute to 
something or somebody else. “She ain’t black. She don’t even look black.” 
Or else, “She’s too black. Listen to how she talks. She sounds more like a 
preacher than a scholar.” Or, “Her work isn’t really about black women. 
She’s only interested in lesbians.” Or, more generally, “She’s not a real 
scholar.” It used to be that any work done by a black person about black 
issues was not acknowledged as “real scholarship.” Consider how long it 
has taken us to compel the academy to recognize the work of W. E. B. Du 
Bois — or Zora Neale Hurston. . 

Third, we have to rid ourselves of the habit of assuming that the masses 
of black women are to be defined in accordance with their status as victims. 
However, there are those of us who have made it into the academy — or into 
the corporate world or into the political establishment — who consider 
ourselves the examples, the exemplary black women. “Don’t judge us on 
the basis of what the black woman drug addict does.” Yet, when it is 
advantageous, we like to represent ourselves as victims. As when Clarence 
Thomas invoked the idea that he was the victim of a “hi-tech lynching.” 
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Fourth, we cannot afford to commit ourselves so fervently to defending 
our names that we end up positioning ourselves against our Asian, Latina, 
Pacific Island, and Native American sisters. As Jacqui Alexander put it, why 
do we not feel the need to develop a measure of fluency in the available 
literature by and about women of color other than ourselves? We are not the 
exemplary women of color. Ethnic solipsism is something we have always 
attributed to whiteness, Eurocentrism. Do we want simply to push aside 
one system of hierarchies in order to institute another? Do we want to 
accept the notion that discourses about race are essentially about black/ 
white relations? As if to suggest that if you are not either black or white 
then. you are dispensable? 

I could continue with this list — but I think you get the drift. The point 
is, let’s try to take critical thinking seriously ~ not just narrowly in relation 
to scholarly projects. Many of us can be very critical when we are doing our 
research — but not necessarily in relation to the ideologies that inform our 
ideas and our lives. And critical thinking, while revered in the academy, is 
not the academy’s exclusive property. We thank Patricia Hill Collins for her 
brilliant.work on the production of black feminist knowledges in multiple 
cultural sites. 

Having said all of this, I want to discuss a number of issues which 
have political implications for our research strategies as well as our organiz- 
ing strategies. 

The last point I made had to do with our positionalities as women of 
color. As not the only women of color, I should say. When we think of 
ourselves as women of color, that means we are compelled to think about 
a range of issues and contradictions and differences. :Audre Lorde’s work 
continues to challenge us to think about difference and contradiction not as 
moments to be avoided or escaped — not as moments we should fear —but 
rather as generative and creative. 

In this context, I want to raise the issue of immigration before this 
conference. Immigrant women cross many borders — not only territorial 
ones. They cross racial and cultural borders as well. As black women, how 
do we forge ties of political solidarity with Latina immigrant women, Asian 
immigrant women, Haitian immigrant women? 

On the West Coast, we cannot claim, unfortunately, that African 
Americans have visibly and in significant numbers challenged support for 
the crackdown on undocumented immigrants from Mexico and Central 
America. Perhaps we need to remind our communities that the presently 
acceptable scapegoating of immigrants was preceded by overtly racist calls 
for increased vigilance of the California border by white supremacists like 
Tom Meztger. Perhaps we also need to remind our communities that black 
migrants from the South were historically rejected in very much the 
same way as undocumented Latinos are rejected today. The defense of 
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immigrant rights is a black women’s issue. We need to speak out loudly 
against the anti-immigrant backlash. Joblessness in the black community — 
and unemployment has reached crisis proportions — is not a result of 
immigrant workers taking black jobs. As LA black community organizer Joe 
Williams III has pointed out: 


Like the Negro migrant, the Latino migrant today has become the scapegoat 
for a faltering capitalist economy. Perhaps it is not surprising that blacks, who 
find themselves at the bottom of the economic downturn, have all too readily 
bought the message. . . . But African-Americans — both our leaders and our 
community — should condemn rather than support the anti-immigrant back- 
lash. We should not allow politicians to reinvent the lie that was used against 
our own people 30 years ago." 


Many of you know that I try to be an unreconstructed activist, especially 
when it comes to capitalism. Just because socialist states have fallen — with 
the exception of Cuba — for reasons that had much more to do with the lack 
of democracy than with socialism itself, this does not mean that socialism 
is an obsolete political project. And it certainly does not mean that solidar- 
ity with working-class people is an obsolete political project. 


Earlier, I distributed postcards and flyers about a boycott of the Jessica _ 


McClintock Corporation spearheaded by Chinese immigrant women in 
Oakland. The workers were not paid for the manufacture of McClintock 
garments after their employer — a contractor with McClintock — folded his 
business. None of the garment corporations take responsibility for what 
happens to the workers who produce their profitable clothing. I suggest that 
we send a message of support to Asian Immigrant Women Advocates 
(AIWA) indicating that the 2,010 women — and men, thank you very much 
my brothers — who gathered here to discuss issues around black women in 
the academy vow not to patronize Jessica McClintock until she changes her 
policies regarding workers’ rights. l 
Another issue I want to raise here is the seductive representation of crime 
as the nation’s single most important social problem. The contemporary 
law and order discourse is legitimized by democrats and liberals as well as 
republicans and conservatives. (It reminds me of the late 1960s and 1970s, 
of Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan.) Communities of color are increas- 
ingly criminalized. In Latino communities, especially on the West Coast, 
the INS is a major disciplinary force along with the police and prison 
guards, who are the pivotal repressive agents for black people. And, unfor- 
tunately, calls for more police and more prisons emanate not only ‘from 
white circles. As a matter of fact, the first black woman senator in US 


history has sponsored a deleterious anti-crime bill. While it may be impor= 
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tant to support her in various contexts, this does not mean we cannot also 
challenge her. Write Carol Moseley Braun and strongly urge her to rethink 
this issue. 

In a sense, Braun’s support of the Senate Anti-Crime Bill response 
echoes contemporary ideological developments within black communities. 
In a way that cuts across class, educational level, and party. affiliation, 
African-Americans are increasingly calling for more police and more pris- 
‘ons. At the same time, ever greater numbers of black people: are trapped 
within the criminal justice system. More than a million people are in jails 
and prisons and — as a further impetus for the participants in this conference 
to take up this issue — women constitute the fastest-growing sector of the 
imprisoned population. 

Drugs play an important role in the ideological merging of racialization 
and criminalization. -Black people, according to a study done by the 
National Institute on Drug Abuse, constitute about twelve percent of those 
who use drugs regularly, which exactly mirrors the black proportion of this 
country’s population. However, more than thirty-six percent of those 
arrested for drug violations are black — and I am fairly sure that this is an 
uriderestimation. How, then, do national sentencing policies serve to 
criminalize black communities? More than ninety percent of defendants in 
crack cases are black, and black people are about twenty-five percent of 
defendants in cases involving powdered cocaine. But the Omnibus Anti- 
Drug Abuse Act of 1986 requires five years in prison for possession of more 
than five grams of crack. In order to receive the same sentence on charges 
of possessing powdered cocaine, one must be caught with one hundred 
times as much. Drug policies are racialized and they criminalize by virtue of 
race. 

On a related note, we need to think about ideological representations of 
criminals that we all tend to accept and therefore perpetuate. When crimi- 
nality is evoked, who are the people we are imagining? Whom do we fear? 
Who do we imagine as dangerous? 

In the realm of material reality, prison construction is very big business. 
And we wonder why there is so little money for education, for scholarships, 
for. research. In his State of the State Address, California Governor Pete 
Wilson devoted 20 out of 35-40 minutes to crime. He evoked the Polly 
Klaas case, positioning Richard Allen Davis, presently charged with the 
abduction and brutal murder of the little girl, Polly Klaas, as the quintes- 
sential criminal. Wilson used this case to call for a draconian crackdown on 
criminals. So, where do women — or, more specifically, black women — fit 
into. this scheme? Wilson argued that the best way to prevent crime was “a 
safe home with a nurturing two-parent family.” In the final analysis, who is 
represented as responsible for crime? 
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Wilson went on to boast about having opened five new prisons during his 
tenure, and he asked for $2 billion more to open another six prisons. Prison 
construction is big business. . 

Where do black women figure in here? In the era of the war against 
drugs, black women comprise the fastest growing imprisoned population. 
The war against drugs serves as the pretext for police and military cam- 
paigns and an obscene proliferation of prisons and jails. The only alterna- 
tives- to imprisonment are those managed by correctional systems. In 
defending the name of Surgeon General Joycelyn Elders, we acknowledge 
the courage she displayed in attempting to place the issue of decriminaliza- 
tion of drugs on the political agenda. Because she suggested a national 
conversation on a reasonable alternative to the present expansion of police 
and penal institutions — which tend to reproduce crime more than they 
deter it — she has been harshly rebuked by the White House, as have Lani 
Guinier and Johnnetta Cole. 

In response to Elders’ call for conversation on decriminalization, I want 
to offer a further suggestion about potential research and organizing 
agendas. I want to ask you to consider the prospect of abolishing jails 
and prisons for a substantial percentage of the imprisoned population. We 
might begin with a strategy of decarceration for women prisoners, the vast 
majority of whom are black women convicted of non-violent crimes, such 
as drugs, prostitution and welfare fraud. I am suggesting that we theorize — 
and organize — a new abolitionism, an approach that would propose insti- 
tutions other than prisons to address the social problems that lead to 
imprisonment. I use the term “abolitionism” because of its historical reso- 
nance with nineteenth-century struggles against slavery. Moreover, when 
slavery was constitutionally abolished by the Thirteenth Amendment, 
a clause permitting the continued enslavement of people convicted of 
crimes was retained. Thus, structures of domination associated with slavery 
have survived, hidden away, behind prison walls. The vast majority of states 
do not even allow inmates to vote. As a matter of fact, Massachusetts, the 
site of this conference, is one of the few states, along with Maine and 
Vermont, that do allow inmates to vote. At least four million current and 
former prisoners in this country do not have the right to vote. A dispropor- 
tionate number of them are black and Latino. 

Scholars working in various disciplines are already doing work on incar- 
cerated women. But think about the consequences for research and orga- 
nizing if we decide to reject the inevitability of an expanding prison system 
in our society. This is only one example of many possible ways to link 
research agendas with radical organizing practices. Finally, if the presence 
of increasing numbers of black women within the academy is to have a 
transformative impact both on the academy and on communities beyond 
the academy, we have to think seriously about linkages between research 
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activism, about cross-racial and transnational coalitional strategies, and 
about the importance of linking our work to radical social agendas. 
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Art on the Frontline: 
Mandate for a People’s 
Culture 


In 1951, Paul Robeson made the following declaration at a Conference in 
New York City organized around the theme of equal rights for Negroes in 
the arts, sciences and professions: 


There are despoilers abroad in our land, akin to those who attempted to 
throttle our Republic atits birth. Despoilers who would have kept my beloved 
people in unending serfdom, a powerful few who blessed Hitler as he de- 
stroyed a large segment of a great people... 

All [the] millions of the world stand aghast at the sight and the name of 
America — but they love us; they look to us to help create a world where we can 
all live in peace and friendship, where we can exchange the excellence of our 
various arts and crafts, the manifold wonders of our mutual scientific cre- 
ations, a world where we can rejoice at the unleashed power of our innermost 
selves, of the potential of great masses of people. To, them we are the real 
America. Let us remember that. 

And let us learn how to bring to the great masses of the American people 
our culture and our art. For in the end, what are we talking about when we talk 
about American culture today? We are talking about a culture that is re- 
stricted to the very, very few. How many workers ever get to the theatre? I was 
in concerts for 20 years, subscription concerts, the two thousand seats gone 
before any Negro in the comminity, any worker, could even hear about a 
seat. ... Only by going into the trade unions and singing on the picket lines 
and in the struggles for the freedom of our people — only in this way could the 
workers of this land hear me.! 


More than three decades later, this problem articulated by Paul Robeson 
still remains one of the main challenges facing progressive artists and 


political activists: How do we collectively acknowledge our popular cultural- 


This essay appeared in Angela Y. Davis, Women, Culture, and Politics (New York: Random 
House, 1988). An earlier version of this essay entitled “For a People’s Culture” appeared in 
Political Affairs, March 1985. Copyright © 1988 by Angela Y. Davis. Reprinted by permission 
of Random.House, Inc. 


= mi ee - + 


NTRS Te TE EE Rg SRT TEE oe a, 


ia Tal EEO De = 


236 Aesthetics and Culture 


legacy and communicate it to the masses of our people, most of whom have 
been denied access to the social spaces reserved for art and culture? In the 
United States, a rich and vibrant tradition of people’s art has emerged from 
the history of labor militancy and the struggles of Afro-Americans, women, 
and peace activists. It is essential that we explore that tradition, understand 
it, reclaim it, and glean from it the cultural nourishment that can assist us 
in preparing a political and cultural counteroffensive against the regressive 
institutions and ideas spawned by advanced monopoly capitalism. 

As Marx and Engels long ago observed, art is a form of social conscious- 
ness — a special form of social consciousness that can potentially awaken an 
urge in those affected by it to creatively transform their oppressive environ- 
ments. Art can function as a sensitizer and a catalyst, propelling people 
toward involvement in organized movements seeking to effect radical social 
change. Art is special because of its ability to influence feelings as well as 
knowledge. Christopher Caudwell, the British Communist who wrote ex- 
tensively on aesthetics, once defined the function of art as the socializing 
of the human instincts and the educating of human emotions: 


Emotion, in all its vivid coloring, is the creation of ages of culture acting 
on the blind, unfeeling instincts. All art, all education, all day-to-day social 
experience, draw it out... and direct and shape its myriad phenomena.” 


Progressive art can assist people to learn not only about the objective 
forces at work in the society in which they live, but also about the intensely 
social character of their interior lives. Ultimately, it can propel people 
toward social emancipation. While not all progressive art need be con- 
cerned with explicitly political problems — indeed, a love song can be 
progressive if it incorporates a sensitivity toward the lives of working-class 
women and men — I want to specifically explore overt sociopolitical mean- 
ings in art with the purpose of defining the role art can play in hastening 
social progress. 

Because the history of Afro-American culture reveals strong bonds be- 
tween art and the struggle for black liberation, it holds important lessons 
for those who are interested in strengthening the bridges between art and 
people’s movements today. Of all the art forms historically associated with 
Afro-American culture, music has played the greatest catalytic role in 
awakening social consciousness in the community. During the era of slav- 
ery, Black people were victims of a conscious strategy of cultural genocide, 
which proscribed the practice of virtually all African customs with the 
exception of music. If slaves were permitted to sing as they toiled in the 
fields and to incorporate music into their religious services, it was because 
the slaveocracy failed to grasp the social function of music in general and 
particularly the central role music played in all aspects of life in West 
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rata nae pea a T ae attempted to establish absolute author 
ves individual and communal lives, th iri : 
cause and evidence of an autonomo iti AP erie ees 
us political consciou 
Aer nee sness. These songs 
guage that both incorporated and call 
ne ed forth a d 
a a COR When the slaves sang, “Didn’t My Lord Deliver 
y Not Every Man?,” they utilized religi 
l gious themes to - 
S o own concrete predicament and their own worldly desire ae 
; en they sang “Samson Tore the Building Down,” they made 


symbolic re i i 
ae an rn their desire to see the oppressive edifice of slavery 
If I had my way, 
O Lordy, Lordy, 
If I had my way; 
If I had my way, 
I would tear this building down. 


races a music of the slaves played real and instrumental 
ration of the underground railroad and i izati 
of antislavery insurrections. The lyri eae eeepc 
; yrics of “Follow the Drinking G 7 
example, literally provided a ma i jaan nis 
: i p of one section of the underground rail- 
hoes ae Saa Away to Jesus” was a coded song rallying URN ae 
t e organızation of Nat Turner’s rebellion. B 
spirituals were not linked to speci i i a Grit 
pecific actions in the freed 
always served, epistemologi i ee 
; gically and psychologicall 
| y, to shape th - 
a of the masses of Black people, guaranteeing ah Bet 
om would burn within them. As Sidney Finkelstein pointed out: 


The antislavery struggle was the core of the struggle for democracy, so 
3 


spirituals embodied in their musi . 
able demand for freedom ? sic and poetry the affirmation of an unbreak- 


ee spirituals have directly influenced the music associated with other 
People’s movements at various moments in the history of the United States 
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Many songs of the labor and peace movements have their origins in the 


religious music of the slaves, and the “freedom songs” of the Civil Rights 
Movement were spirituals whose lyrics were sometimes slightly altered in 
order to reflect more concretely the realities of that struggle. 

Even the blues, frequently misrepresented as a music form focusing on 
trivial aspects of sexual-love, are closely tied to Black people’s strivings for 


freedom. In the words of James Cone: 


For many people, a blues song is about sex or a lonely woman longing for her 
rambling man. However, the blues are more than that. To be sure, the blues 
involve sex and what that means for human bodily expression, but on a much 
deeper level . . . the blues express a black perspective on the incongruity of life 
and the attempt to achieve meaning in a situation fraught with contradictions. 
As Aunt Molly Jackson of Kentucky put it: “The blues are made by working 
people . . . when they have a lot of problems to solve about their work, when 
their wages are low... and they don’t know which way to turn and what to 


do 994 


, the Empress of the Blues, reached the apex of 
ter career when she composed and fecorded a song transmitting an uhmis- 
takable political message, entitled “Poor Man’s Blues.” This song evoked 


the exploitation and manipulation of working people by the wealthy and 


portrayed the rich as parasites accumulating their wealth and fighting their 


wars with the labor of the poor. 
Another pinnacle in the evoluti 


And, indeed, Bessie Smith 


on of Afro-American music was Billie 
Holiday’s incorporation of the political antilynching song “Strange Fruit” 
into her regular repertoire. Throughout Lady Day’s career, thousands of 
people were compelled to confront the brutal realities of southern racism, 
even as they sought to escape the problems of everyday life through music, 
alcohol, and the ambiance of smoke-filled nightclubs. Undoubtedly, some 
went on to actively participate in the antilynching movement of that era. 
That Billie Holiday recorded “Strange Fruit” in 1939 was no accident. 
Neither was the fact that the lyrics of this song were composed by progres- 
sive poet Lewis Allan, who was associated with activist struggles of the 
1930s. The thirties remain the most exciting and exuberant period in the 
evolution of American cultural history. The process of developing a mature 
people’s art movement today can be facilitated by a serious examination of 
that era’s achievements. As Phillip Bonosky points out in a 1959 Political 
Affairs article entitled “The Thirties in American Culture:” 


ason in the world why official reaction should want the 
xisted. For that period remains a 
dition. It is a period which will 
future as a reminder and as an 


There is every re 
thirties to be forgotten as if they never e 
watershed in the American democratic tra 
continue to serve both the present and the 
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example of how an aroused 
people, led and spurred on by the worki 
can change the entire complexion of the culture of a io 3 Dii 


Bourgeois ideologists have consequently attempted to 


PE E DA R ses of the consciousness of the American people, and 
artists and intellectuals, the fact that th i ate 
culture once did exist in the Uni i Se E O a PeOpIe 
: ted States and was inspired i 

by the working cl : TETO a te We eeree 
Party.‘ g class, often led, and largely influenced, by the Communist 


2 Se os charges leveled against the Communist party that it 
and vulgarizes the rule of culture,” B hi 
li the: » Bonosky argues that no oth 
eae party in the entire history of this country had ever manifested a 
nes : Sa a penises party was involved, for example, 
an erican Writers’ Con - i i 
ee l gress — which claimed 
; eodore Dreiser, Richard Wri i 
Caldwell among its si f p ee 
gners. As a result of the work of the C i 
ommun 
other progressive forces, artists won the right to work as sal a 
X se the auspices of the Works Progress Administration. What 
ere ees ee was an unprecedented achievement in the 
tor nited States: Art was brought to th 
massive scale. It could no lon oe 
ger be confined to the pri i 
monopolized by those whose class b A OE 
ackground made galleri i 
theaters and concert halls i i A 
routinely accessible. For the first ti čan 
art became public art. This me a aera 
t be : ant, for example, that workin 
utilizing the services of the oe EDA N A 
ir f post office could simultaneous! i 
public murals painted there. Scul i ea ela ait 
. Sculpture, music, and theater-were 
the other arts directly taken to the people diving that era Moea <5 
. > 


quote Bonosky once mo 
; re, when these pro . 
dissolution, programs were threatened with 


it i 

= aad Baines Party that struggled so heroically to save the art 
seme me oe of course the theory that art was responsible to the 
1 e projects were the living embodim F i 

in American history artists and wri i ee 
na u ters walked picket lines in th 

in the defense of the right of artists to be artists.” eens 


aa See ee to art and culture inspired by the Communist 
arty and other Left forces during the Great D ion i 
divin a a pT eat Depression involved more 
-that was publicly accessible to th 
of the art of that period was ? i EE E 
people’s art in the sense that artists learn 
: l edh 

pie! attention to the material and emotional lives of working ee 

ca in the process of working out the content of their aesthetic 
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creations. Meridel LeSeuer explored the lives of working people in her 
literature as Woody Guthrie composed songs about their lives and 
struggles. This emerging people’s art was therefore a challenge to the 
dominant bourgeois culture. Artists not only felt compelled to defend their 
right to communicate the real pains, joys, and aspirations of the working 
class through their art; but many went on to become activists in the labor 
struggles and in the fight for the rights of the unemployed and especially of 
Black people. In the process, of course, new artists were summoned up 


from the ranks of these struggles. 

Bourgeois aesthetics has always sought to situate art in a transcendant 
realm, beyond ideology, beyond socioeconomic realities, and certainly be- 
yond the class struggle. In an infinite variety of ways, art has been repre- 
sented as the pure subjective product of individual creativity. Lenin’s 1905 
article “Party Organization and Party Literature” challenged this vision of 


art and developed the principle of partisanship in art and literature — a 


principle with which many progressive artists of the 1930s were, at least 


implicitly, in agreement. Lenin made it absolutely clear that in insisting that 
aesthetic creations be partisan, he was not advocating the dictatorship of 


the party over art and literature. 


on that literature is least of all subject to mechanical 


There is no questi 
adjustment or leveling to the rule of the majority over the minority. There is 


no question either that in this field greater scope must undoubtedly be 
allowed for personal initiative, individual inclination, thought and fantasy, 


form and content.® 


He pointed out, however, that the bourgeois demand for abstract subjective 
freedom in art was actually a stifling of the freedom of creativity. Literature 
and art, he said, must be free not only from police censorship, 


, bourgeois anarchist individualism. 


but from capital, from careerism, and. . 
e, because it will further the freedom 


Partisan literature and art will be truly fre 
of millions of people.” 


What are the current prospects for the further expansion of an art that is 


not afraid to declare its partisan relationship to people’s struggles for 


economic, racial, and sexual equality? Not only must we acknowledge and 
itted to us over the decades, 


defend the cultural legacy that has been transm: 

but we must also be in a position to recognize the overt as well as subtle 
hints of progressive developments in popular art forms today. Over the last 
several years, for example, such partisan films as Silkwood and Missing have 
emerged as beacons amid the routinely mediocre, sexist, violent, and gen- 


erally antihuman values characterizing most products of the Hollywood 


cinema industry. 
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saat aa another art form, some of the superstars of popular-musical 
pect as - ae PE Er aan ae but they have distorted 
ntly developing its form while 1 ing i 

pansies of struggle and freedom. Nonehees ae is je ee ‘a 
Speen ha pin Ses black music in the works of such artists as Stevie 
music in form aera o N a ee 
in a audiences a true sense of Date rat ars etn ce la 
ss vied Mra s tune “Happy Birthday” touched the hearts. of hundreds 
A ae people, mobilizing them in support of the movement 
S E . Martin Luther King, Jr.’s birthday a national holiday. That 

sident Ronald Reagan was forced to sign the bill enacting that law, 


. despite his openly articulated opposition, demonstrated that popular senti- 


ment could prevail over the most intransi i i 
sigent i 
spi n ei ertig oe gent official racism this country 
Po ama singer: popular song “B-Movie,” released shortly 
was elected to his first term, mobilized stron i 

i ' í g anti-Reagan 
ee in young black public opinion. The song-poem a 
xpose . efforts of the Reagan propagandists to declare that he had 
received a “mandate” from the people. 


The first thing I want to say is “mandate” my ass 
Because it seems as though we’ve been convinced 
That 26% of the registered voters 
Not even 26% of the American people 
Form a mandate or a landslide... 
But, oh yeah, I remember... 
I remember what I said about Reagan 
Acted like an actor/Hollyweird 
Acted like a liberal 
Acted like General Franco 
When he acted like governor of California 
aan he acted like a Republican 
en he acted like somebody was goin i i 
And now he acts like 26% of the sR Sa omer ene 
Is actually a mandate 
We’re all actors in this, actually 


Bruce Springsteen’s album Born in the USA was lauded by Reagan, wh 
Sa the message of hope in the songs. . . of New Jersey’s own Bede 
pee he campaigned in that state for re-election to the presi- 
2 = ; F o eyen Reagan’s aides more than likely simply assumed 
> Pe Pi gsteen’s red, white, and blue album cover indicated acceptance of 

e fraudulent patriotism promoted by the Reagan administration. Two 
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s after Reagan’s remark, Springsteen introduced a song Ara jane 
ing, “ *t thi ident was listening to thi 3 

” by sa “J don’t think the presi 

E ho about a desperate, debt-ridden, unemployed aroro 

landed on death row after killing someone in the course oO i r PASA 
Another one of his songs, “My Hometown,” is about the deva 


wrought by plant shutdowns: 


day: 


Now Mainstreet’s whitewashed windows and yaer PE 
Seems like there ain’t nobody wants to come ead oa a 
They’re closing down the textile mill across the rai fee eee 
Foreman says these jobs are going, boys, and they ain 


To your hometown... 


A new genre of music with roots in the age-old sree of ee 
has gained increasing is a ae p A A = cle ua 
flects the daily lives of working-cla ole; : 
Fee es and Latino youth. Many rap songs incorporate a aa 
sive consciousness of- current political affairs as pile oe ages ie ii 
i h and Melle Mel whic. 
ing-rap by Grand Master Flas | 
o E themselves with the Reverend Jesse Jackson’s 1984 


campaign for the presidency: 


Oh beautiful for spacious skies 

And your amber waves of untold lies l 
Look at all the politicians trying to do a job 
But they can’t help but look like the mob 
Get a big kickback, put it away 

Watch the FBI watch the CIA l 
They want a bigger missile and a faster jet 
But yet they forgot to hire the vets 


Hypocrites and Uncle Toms are talking trash 
Let’s talk about Jesse l 

Liberty and Justice are a thing of the past 
Lets talk about Jesse 

They want a stronger nation at any cost 
Let’s talk about Jesse l l 

Even if it means that everything will soon be lost 
Let’s talk about Jesse 

He started on the bottom, now he’s on the top 
Let’s talk about Jesse 

He proved that he can make it, so don’t ever stop 


Now let’s stand together and let the whole world see 
Our brother Jesse Jackson go down in history 


Art on the Frontline 243 


So vote, vote, vote 
Everybody get up and vote... 


7 

Young people are becoming more and more conscious of the need to 
oppose the nuclear-atms race. A rap tune popularized by Harry.Belafonte’s 
film Beat Street contains the following warning: 


A newspaper burns in the sand 
And the headlines say man the story’s bad 

Extra extra read all the bad news 

On the war or peace 

That everybody would lose 

The rise and fall of the last great empire 

The sound of the whole world caught on fire 
The ruthless struggle the desperate gamble 

The games that left the whole world in shambles 
The cheats the lies the alibis 

And the foolish attempt to conquer the skies 
Lost in space and what is it worth 

The president just forgot about earth 

Spending all time billions and maybe even trillions 
Because the weapons ran in the zillions... 

A fight for power a nuclear shower 

The people shout out in the darkest hour 

It’s sights unseen and voices unheard 

And finally the bomb gets the last word... 

... We’ve got to suffer when things get rougher 
And that’s the reason why we’ve got to get tougher 
So learn from the past and work for the future 
Don’t be a slave to no computer 

*Cause the children of man inherit the land 
And the future of the world is in your hands 


While numerous examples of progressive trends in contemporary popu- 
lar music might be proposed, it would be a gross misconstruction of the 
music industry to argue that such songs are representative of what young 
people are hearing on the airwaves today. In general, the popular-musical 
culture that greets young people has been rigorously molded by the de- 
mands of the capitalist marketplace, which measures its products according 
to their profit-making potential. While progressive messages sometimes 
manage to slip through the net of capitalist production, by and large the 
musical culture it advances promotes reified sexuality, crass individualism, 
and often violent, sexist, antiworking-class values. Many talented musicians 
ultimately destroy their:artistic potential as they attempt to create music 
that conforms to what is deemed salable by the market. As Marx pointed 


244 Aesthetics and Culture 


out long ago in Theories of Surplus Value, “capitalist aman is hostile to 
‘certain branches of spiritual production, namely poetry an v ee 
We cannot expect mass popular art to express gee or : a 
i t of a - 
i i thout the further developmen 
cious progressive themes without th ; = aia ie 
i i nizationally allied with peop 
ment philosophically and orga A E 
i litical art has become increasingly 
recent years, conscious po ENS 
i Museum, for example, 
importance of the Chicago Peace a 
ees Nor should the development of the oie aa 
Arti i ion in Central America. s 5 
sts’ Call Against Intervention in oe 
which spread to twenty-five cities across the country; came as a respons 
an appeal from the Sandinista Cultural Workers’ Association: 


May it go down in the history of humanity that one day o FA 
century, in the face of the gigantic aggression that one o a 
tries of the world, Nicaragua, was about to suffer, BA an ee 
different nationalities and generations raised along wi us 

fraternity, in order to prevent our total destruction. 


In San Francisco alone, over two hundred ae pania BPE is 
ibiti i ide by this movemen 
exhibitions. Funds collected nationwl ae ee 
jati Nicaragua, the University 
Association of Cultural Workers in l 
oo a labor union in El Salvador, and to Guatemalan PA 
Another ante movement in solidarity with Central America a o a3 
in the San Francisco Bay Area chose the name of ana m ee oe 
j i d an entire stree 
mark, to leave a sign. They dedicate i 1 } 
e of opposition to US intervention m Central America. In their 


manifesto, the artists and muralists proclaim: 


PLACA members do not ally themselves with Ppi Pen aS a. 
eated death and war and despair, an a re lir 
PA an to demonstrate in visual/environmental terms, our solidarity, 
; roni 
our respect, for the people of Central America. 


Similar to Artists’ Call, a cultural movement in opposition to US ko 
for the racist and fascist policies of erate age ilar S 
tober 1984 Art Against Aparthei onth. 
ae advocating involvement in the see S any pasa 4 
, iti j i th Africa and Namıbı 
and all political prisoners in Sou l id R 
w York City area and in other cities across t : 
S Art Institute, a group of artists associated aes the eh 
Against Apartheid movement organized a sasha festival in the spring 
i idari i th’ ca. 
solidarity with the people of. Sou 
. nee ae most exciting progressive cultural developments is the song 


i i vement 
movement, which has built musical bridges between the labor move > 


2 
N 
sf 


„Art on the Frontline 245 


the Afro-American movement, the solidarity struggles with Central 
America and South Africa, and the peace movement. Such politically 
committed musicians as Sweet Honey in the Rock, Holly. Near; and 
Casselberry-Dupreé, have brought a keen awareness of these ‘struggles into 
the women’s movement. Bernice Johnson Reagon of Sweet Honey in the 
Rock has published numerous articles and delivered speeches appealing to 
those who support women’s music to associate themselves with working- 
class struggles, antiracist movements, peace struggles, and solidarity work. 
And anyone familiar with Sweet Honey’s songs can attest to the fact that 
they effectively and poignantly promote these coalition politics. Occupa- 
tional health hazards — asbestosis, silicosis, brown-lung and black-lung 
disease — are the themes of “More Than a Paycheck,” for example. In other 
songs, Sweet Honey evokes the civil-rights leader Fannie Lou Hamer and 

the murdered South African activist Steve Biko, and Mexican immigrants 

who fall prey to the repressive immigration laws of the United States. A 

recurring theme in their music is the need for all people to join together to 
prevent the outbreak of a nuclear war. 

Sisterfire, the annual women’s music festival in which Sweet Honey in 

the Rock has played an instrumental role, attempts to actualize the concept 


of coalition politics through cultural vehicles. In one of its manifestos, 
Sisterfire was described as 


a salutation to all women, working people, minorities and the poor who stand 
fast against dehumanizing political and economic systems.’ 


Moreover, 


culture, in its most valid form, expresses a mass or popular character. It must 
not be defined and perpetuated by an elite few for the benefit of a few. 
Culture must, of necessity, reflect and chart humanity’s attempt to live in 
harmony with itself and nature....We are building bridges between the 
women’s movement and other movements for progressive social change. We 
are playing with fire, and we want nothing less from this event than to set 
loose the creative, fierce and awesome energies in all of you." 


Holly Near, who has been associated for many years with the women’s 
music movement as well as with many other people’s struggles, continues 
to encourage musicians to move beyond narrow social and political con- 
cerns and to promote justice for women and men of all races and nationali- 
ties. In 1984, she and Ronnie Gilbert did a “Dump Reagan” tour, which 
took them to twenty-five cities where they sang to over twenty-five thou- 
sand people. Another exemplary action in the bridge-building effort under- 
taken by the women’s music movement was the song written by Betsy Rose 
for the mayoral campaign of black activist Mel King in Boston, entitled 
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“We May Have Come Here on Different Ships, but We’re in the Same 
Boat Now.” ; 

Within the development of this song movement, Communists have 
played important roles. The Ad Hoc Singers, for example, who first came 
together during the 1980 presidential campaign, have brought to the move- 
ment songs that deepen the class consciousness of those who experience 
them. Their “People Before Profits,” introduced during the first anti- 
Reagan campaign, is a virtual anthem of people’s struggles. What is perhaps 
most important about the Ad Hoc Singers is that they bring to the song 
movement a dimension of concrete, activist experience in these struggles. 

And, indeed, if we can anticipate the further expansion of people’s 
culture today, it will be a direct function of the deepening and growing 
influence of mass movements. Progressive and revolutionary art is incon- 
ceivable outside of the context of political movements for radical change. If 
bold new art forms emerged with the Russian Revolution, the Cuban 
Revolution, and more recently the Sandinista and Grenada Revolutions, 
then we can be certain that if we accomplish the task before us today of 
strengthening and uniting our mass movements, our cultural life will flour- 
ish. Cultural workers must thus be concerned not only with the creation of 
progressive art, but must be actively involved in the organization of people’s 
political movements. An exemplary relationship between art and struggle 
has been at the very core of the journal Freedomways — not only does it serve 
as a vehicle for the dissemination of progressive black literature, but it 
actively participates in the political struggles of Afro-Americans and their 
allies. 

If cultural workers utilize their talents on an ever-increasing scale to 
accomplish the task of awakening and sensitizing people to the need for a 
mass challenge to the ultraright, the prospects for strengthening and further 
uniting the antimonopoly movement, bringing together labor, Afro- 
Americans, women, and peace activists will greatly increase. As that move- 
ment wins victories, existing artists will draw inspiration from the creative 

energy of this process, and new artists will emerge as a result. If we are able 
to set this dynamic in motion, we will begin to move securely in the 
direction of economic, racial, and sexual emancipation — indeed, toward the 
ultimate goal of socialism — and we will be able to anticipate a peaceful 
future, free of the threat of nuclear war. 
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I Used To Be Your Sweet 
Mama: Ideology, Sexuality, 
and Domesticity 


You had your chance and proved unfaithful 
So now I’m gonna be real mean and hateful 
I used to be your sweet mama, sweet papa 


: be. 1 
But now I’m just as sour as can “| Used To Be Your Sweet M ama” 


African-American blues lyrics talk about 


Like most forms of popular music, the blues, particularly in relation to 


r, what is distinctive about in rel j 
panties popular music forms of the 1920s and 1930s, is its intellec 


i ious 
tual independence and representational freedom. One of area ee > 
ways in which blues lyrics deviated from that era’s established pop 
music culture was their provocative an 
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— imagery. l 
Toan popular song formulas of the paio a. eaa | 
i i icti f heterosexual love ; 
ine and idealized non-sexual depictions o l a 
Those aspects of lived love relationships that were not compatible wi 


inant, etherealized ideology of lov aa 
ee wiblence: and the ephemerality of many ones Sane ae sida 
largely banished from the established popular musical culture. 


themes pervade the blues. What is even more striking ae ee se pure 
the professional performers of this music — the most widely pene 
purveyors of the blues — were women. Bessie Smith emis Paral 
press of the Blues” not least through the sale of three-qua 
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copies of her first record. thin which the blues developed a tradition of 


an ideological 
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openly addressing both female and male sexuality reveals 
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framework that was specifically African American.’ Emerging during the 
decades following the abolition of slavery, the blues gave musical expression 
to the new social and sexual realities encountered by African Americans as 
free women and men. The former slaves’ economic status had not under- 
gone- a radical transformation — they were no less impoverished than they 
had been during slavery.® It was the status of their personal relationships 
that was revolutionized. For the first time in the history of the’ African 
presence in North America, masses of black women and men were in a 
position to make autonomous decisions regarding the sexual partnerships 
into which they entered.’ Sexuality thus was one of the most tangible 
domains in which emancipation was acted upon, and through which its 
meanings were expressed. Sovereignty in sexual matters marked an impor- 
tant divide between life during slavery and life after emancipation. 
Themes of individual sexual love rarely appear in the music forms 
produced during slavery. Whatever the reasons for this — and it may have 
been due to the slave system’s economic management of procreation, which 
did not tolerate, and often severely punished, the public exhibition of self- 
initiated sexual relationships — I am interested here in the disparity between 
the individualistic, “private” nature of sexuality and the collective forms 
and nature of the music that was produced and performed during slavery. 
Sexuality after emancipation could not be adequately expressed or 
addressed through the musical forms existing under slavery. The spirituals 
and the -work songs confirm that the individual concerns of black people 
given musical expression during slavery centered on a collective desire for 
an end to the system declaring them unconditional slaves to their white 
masters. This does not mean there was an absence of sexual meanings in 
the music produced by African-American slaves.® It means that slave music 
— both religious and secular — was quintessentially collective music. It was 
collectively performed and it gave expression to the community’s yearning 
for freedom.’ 
` The blues, on the other hand, the predominant post-slavery African- 
American musical form, articulated a new valuation of individual emotional 
needs and desires. The birth of the blues was aesthetic evidence of new 
psycho-social realities within the black population. This music was pre- 
sented by individuals singing alone, accompanying themselves on such 
instruments as the banjo or guitar. The blues therefore marked the advent 
of a popular culture of performance, with the borders of performer and 
audience becoming increasingly differentiated. }° Through the emergence of 
the professional blues singer — a predominantly female figure accompanied 
by small and large instrumental ensembles — as part of the rise of the black 
entertainment industry, this individualized mode of presenting popular 
music crystallized into a performance culture that has had an enduring 
influence on African-American music. 
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The spirituals, as they survived and were transformed during the post- 
slavery era, were both intensely religious and the aesthetic bearers of the 
slaves’ collective aspirations for worldly freedom.!! Under changed histori- 
cal circumstances in which former slaves had closer contact with the reli- 
gious practices and ideologies of the dominant culture, sacred music began 
to be increasingly enclosed within institutionalized religious spaces. Slave 
religioùs practices were inseparable from other aspects of everyday life ~ 
work, family, sabotage, escape. Post-slavery religion gradually lost some of 
this fluidity and came to be dependent on the church. As sacred music 
evolved from spirituals to gospel, it increasingly concentrated on the 
hereafter. Historian Lawrence Levine characterizes the nature of this 
development succinctly. “The overriding thrust of the gospel songs,” he 
writes, : 


was otherworldly. Emphasis was almost wholly upon God with whom Man’s 
relationship was one of total dependence... . Jesus rather than the Hebrew 
children dominated the gospel songs. And it was not the warrior Jesus of the 
spirituals but a benevolent spirit who promised His children rest and peace 
and justice in the hereafter.” 


The blues rose to become the most prominent secular genre in early 
twentieth-century black American music. As it came to displace sacred 
music in the everyday lives of black people, it both reflected and helped to 
construct a new black consciousness. This consciousness interpreted God 
as the opposite of the Devil, religion as the not secular, and the secular as 
largely sexual. With the blues came the designations “God’s music” and the 
“Devil’s music.” The former was performed in church — although it could 
also accompany work’? — while the latter was performed in jook joints, 
circuses, and traveling shows.” 

Despite the new salience of this binary opposition in the everyday life of 
black people, it is important to underscore the close relationship between 
the old music and the new. The new music had old roots, and the old music 
reflected a new ideological grounding of black religion. Both were deeply 
rooted in the same history and culture. 

God and the Devil had co-habited the same universe during slavery, not 


_as polar opposites, but rather as complex characters who had different 


powers and who both entered into relationships with human beings. They 
also sometimes engaged with each other on fairly equal terms. As Henry 
Louis Gates and others have argued, the Devil was often associated with the 
trickster god Legba or Eleggua in Yoruba religions. Some of the folk tales 
Zora Neale Hurston presents in Mules and Men portray the devil not as evil 
incarnate, but as a character with whom it was possible to identify in 
humorous situations.”° 

In describing the religious household in which she was reared, veteran 
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blueswoman Ida Goodson emphasizes that the blues were banned from her 
childhood home. Nevertheless, she and her playmates often played and 
sang the blues when her parents were away. On those occasions when the 


parents showed up unexpectedly, they easily made the transition to gospel 
music without missing a beat: 


My mother and father were religious persons. And they liked music, but they 
like church music. They didn’t like jazz like we do. And of course we could 
not even play jazz in our home while they were there. But just the moment 
they would turn their back, go to their society or church somewhere or 
another, we’d get our neighborhood children to come in there and we’d get 
to playing the blues and having a good time. But still we’d have one girl on the 
door watching to see when Mr. Goodson’s coming back home or Mrs. 
Goodson. Because I knew if they came and caught us what we would 
get. ... Whenever we’d see my father or my mother coming back home, the 
girl be saying, “There come Mr. Goodson ’nem.” And they’d be so close up 
on us, we’d change the blues, singing “Jesus keep me near the cross.” After 
that my mother and father would join us and we’d all get to singing church 
songs. - 


As if reconciling the two positions — that of herself as a young musician and 
that of her religious parents — Goodson later explains that “The Devil got 
his work and God got his work.” 

During slavery, the sacred universe was virtually all-embracing. Spiritu- 
als helped to construct community among the slaves and infused this 
imagined community with hope for a better life. They retold Old Testa- 
ment narratives about the Hebrew people’s struggle against Pharaoh’s 
oppression, and thereby established a community narrative of African 
people enslaved in North America that simultaneously transcended the 
slave system and encouraged its abolition. Under the conditions of US 
slavery, the sacred — and especially sacred music — was an important means 
of preserving African cultural memory. Karl Marx’s comments on religion 
as the “opium of the people”? notwithstanding, the spirituals attest to the 
fact that religious consciousness can itself play a transformative role. As 
Sojourner Truth and other abolitionists demonstrated — as well as insurrec- 
tionary leaders Nat Turner and Denmark Vesey, and the Underground 
Railroad conductor Harriet Tubman — religion was far more than Marx’s 
“illusory sun.” Spirituals were embedded in and gave expression to a 
powerful yearning for freedom.” Religion was indeed, in Marx’s words, the 
“soul” of “soulless conditions.””° 

The spirituals articulated the hopes of black slaves in religious terms. In 
the vast disappointment that accompanied emancipation — when economic 
and political liberation must have seemed more unattainable than ever — 
blues created a discourse” that represented freedom in more immediate 
and accessible terms. The material conditions for the freedom about which 
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the slaves had sung in their spirituals seemed no closer after slavery than 
they had seemed before, but there were nevertheless distinct differences 
between the slaves’ personal status under slavery and during the post-Civil 
War period. In three major respects, emancipation had radically trans- 
formed their personal lives: (1) there was no longer a proscription on free 
individual travel; (2) education was now a realizable goal for individual men 
and women; (3) sexuality could be explored freely by individuals who now 
could enter into autonomously chosen personal relationships. The new 
blues consciousness was shaped by and gave expression to at least two of 
these three transformations: travel and sexuality. In both male and female 
blues, travel and sexuality are ubiquitous themes, handled both separately 
and together. But what finally is most striking is the way the blues registered 
sexuality as a tangible expression of freedom; it was this dimension that 
most profoundly marked and defined the secularity of the blues. 
James Cone offers the following definition of the blues, agreeing with C. 
Eric Lincoln’s succinct characterization of them as “secular spirituals.” 


Ao Ae Ae ee te ee T i 
- =. ae - ees 


De ee of socially unfulfilled dreams in the language and imag 

individual sexual love is, of course, n t i ed 

Far lay Se, not peculiar to the African- 

- As part of the capitalist schism b i 

and the private realms within Eur i ea ind a 

opean-derived American I 

however, themes of romantic |] i i earn 
ove had quite different ideological impl; 

> hi gical implica- 

tions from themes of sexuality within post-slavery ANa Aaa a 


Cone writes, 


They are secular in the same sense that they confine their attention solely to 
the immediate and affirm the bodily expression of black soul, including its 
sexual manifestations. They are spirituals because they are impelled by the 


same search for the truth of black experience.” 


It is not necessary to accede to Cone’s essentialist invocation of a single 
metaphysical “truth” of black experience to gain from it a key insight into 
why the blues were condemned as the Devil’s music. It was because they 
drew upon and incorporated sacred consciousness and thereby posed a, 
serious threat to religious attitudes. 

Levine emphasizes the blurring of the sacred and the secular both in 
gospel music and in the blues. It may not have been the secularity of the 
blues that produced such castigation by the church, he argues, but rather, 


precisely their sacred nature. He writes, 


The blues was threatening not primarily because it was secular; other forms 
of secular music were objected to less strenuously and often not al all. Blues 
was threatening because its spokesmen and its ritual too frequently provided 
the expressive communal channels of relief that had been largely the province 


of religion in the past.” 
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Although both Cone and Levine make references to Mamie Smith, Ma 
Rainey, Bessie Smith, and other women who composed and performed 
blues songs, they, like most scholars, tend to view women as marginal to the 
production of the blues. Note that in the passage quoted above, Levine 
refers quite explicitly to the “spokesmen” of the blues. With the simple 
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sexual exploitation of African women by their white masters was a constant 
feature of slavery.” What tenuous permanence in familial relationships the 
slaves did manage to construct was always subject to the whim of their 
masters and the potential profits to be reaped from sale. The suffer- 
ing caused by forced ruptures of slave families has been abundantly 
documented.” 

Given this context, it is understandable that the personal and sexual 
dimensions of freedom acquired an expansive importance, especially since 
the economic and political ingredients of freedom were largely denied to 
black people in the aftermath of slavery. The focus on sexual love in blues 
music was thus quite different in meaning from the prevailing idealization 
of romantic love mainstream popular culture. For recently emancipated 
slaves, freely chosen sexual love became a mediator between historical 
‘disappointment and the new social realities of an evolving African- 
American community. Ralph Ellison alludes to this dimension of the blues, 
I think, when he notes that “their mysteriousness . . . their ability to imply 
far more than they state outright and their capacity to make the details of 
sex convey meanings which touch on the metaphysical. ”?? 

Sexuality “was central in both men’s and women’s blues. During the 
earliest phases of their history, blues were essentially a male phenomenon. 
The archetypal blues singer was a solitary wandering man accompanied by 
his banjo or guitar, and, in the words of blues scholar Giles Oakley, his 
principal theme “is the sexual relationship. Almost all other themes, leaving 
town, train rides, work trouble, general dissatisfaction sooner or later 
reverts to the central concern.”*° In women’s blues, which became a crucial 
element of the rising black entertainment industry, there was an even more 
pronounced emphasis on love and sexuality. 

The representations of love and sexuality in women’s blues often bla- 
tantly contradicted mainstream ideological assumptions regarding women 
and being in love. They also challenged the notion that women’s “place” 
was in the domestic sphere. Such notions were based on the social realities 
of middle-class white women’s lives, but were incongruously applied to all 
women, regardless of race or class.” This led to inevitable contradictions 
between prevailing social expectations and black women’s social realities. 
Women of that era were expected to seek fulfillment within the confines of 
marriage, with their husbands functioning as provider and their children 
as evidence of their worth as human beings. The sparsity of allusions to 
marriage and domesticity in women’s blues therefore becomes highly 

significant. 

In Bessie Smith’s rendition of “Sam Jones Blues” — which contains one 
of the few commentaries on the subject of marriage to be found in her body 
of work — the subject is acknowledged only in relation to its dissolution. Her 
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performance of this song satirically accentuates the contrast between the 
dominant cultural construction of marriage and the stance of economic 
independence black women were compelled to assume for their sheer 
survival. Referring to a wandering husband, Bessie Smith sings, 


... Pm free and livin’ all alone 
Say, hand me the key that unlocks my front door 
Because that bell don’t read “Sam Jones” no more 


No, you ain’t talkin’ to Mrs Jones, you speaking to Miss Wilson now.” 


Although the written lyrics reveal a conversation between “proper” 
English and black working-class English, only by listening to the song do 
we experience the full impact of Smith’s manipulation of language in her 
recording. References to marriage as perceived by the dominant white 
culture are couched in irony. She mocks the notion of eternal matrimony — 
“I used to be your lofty mate” — singing genteel words with a teasing 
intonation to evoke white cultural conceptions. On the other hand, when 
she indicates the perspective of the black woman, Miss Wilson — hie “used 
to be Mrs Jones” — she sings in a comfortable, bluesy black English. This 
song is remarkable for the way Smith translates into musical contrast and 
contention the clash between two cultures? perceptions of marriage — and 
particularly women’s place within the institution. It is easy to imagine the 
testifying responses Smith no doubt evoked in her female audiences, re- 
sponses that affirmed working-class black women’s sense of theiviselves as 
relatively emancipated if not from marriage itself then at least from some of 
its most confining ideological constraints. 

The protagonists in women’s blues are seldom wives and almost never 
mothers. One explanation for the absence of direct allusions.to marriage 
may be the different words mainstream and African-American cultures oe 
to designate “male spouse.” African-American working-class argot refers 
fo both husbands and male lovers (and even in some cases female lovers) as 

my man” or “my daddy.” But these different linguistic practices cannot be 
considered in isolation from the social realities they represent, for they point 
to divergent perspectives regarding the institution of maage, 

During Bessie Smith’s era most black heterosexual couples — married or 
not — had children. However, blues women rarely sang about mothers 
fathers, and children. In the subject index to her book Black Pearls black 
studies scholar Daphne Duval Harrison lists the following themes: advice to 
other women; alcohol; betrayal or abandonment; broken or failed love 
affairs; death; departure; dilemma of staying with man or returning to 
family; disease and afflictions; erotica; hell; homosexuality; infidelity; injus- 
tice; jail and serving time; loss of lover; love; men; mistreatment; murdes 
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‘other woman; poverty; promiscuity; sadness; sex; suicide; supernatural; 


trains; traveling; unfaithfulness; vengeance; weariness, depression and dis- 
illusionment; weight loss.” It is revealing that she does not include chil- 
dren, domestic life, husband, and marriage. a 

The absence of the mother figure in the blues does not imply a rejection 
of motherhood as such, but rather suggests that blues women found the cult 
of motherhood irrelevant to the realities of their lives.” The female figures 
evoked in women’s blues are independent women free of the domestic 
orthodoxy of the prevailing representations of womanhood through which 
female subjects of the era were constructed. ... 

xk k kx * x 


The woman in Ma Rainey’s “Lawd Send Me a Man Blues” harbors no 
illusions about the relationship she desires with a man. She is lonely and is 
wondering “who gonna pay my board bill now.” Appealing for any man she 
can get, she pleads, singing with a bluesy zeal, 


Send me a zulu, a voodoo, any old man z 
I’m not particular, boys, I’ll take what I can. 


Bessie Smith’s “Baby Doll” conveys a similar message: 


I want to be somebody’s baby doll 
So I can get my loving all the time 
I want to be somebody’s baby doll 
To ease my mind.” 


These blues women had no qualms about announcing female desire. Their 
songs express women’s intention to “get their loving.” Such affirmations of 
sexual autonomy and open expressions of female sexual desire give See 
cal voice to possibilities of equality not articulated elsewhere. Women’s 
blues and the cultural politics lived out in the careers of the blues queens 
put these new possibilities on the historical agenda. ... E 

By focusing on the issue of misogynist violence, the first activist mo- 
ments of the contemporary women’s movement exposed the centrality of 
the ideological separation of the public and private spheres to the structure 
of male domination. In the early 1970s women began to speak publicly 
about their experiences of rape, battery, and about the violation of their 
reproductive rights. Obscured by a shroud of silence, these assaults against 
women traditionally had been regarded as a fact of private life to be shielded 
at all costs from scrutiny in the public sphere. That this cover-up would 
no longer be tolerated was the explosive meaning behind feminists’ defiant 
notion that “the personal is political.”? l 

The performances of the classic blues women — especially Bessie Smith 
— were one of the few cultural spaces in which a tradition of public discourse 
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on male violence had been previously established. One explanation for the 
fact that the blues women of the 1920s — and the texts they present — fail to 
respect the taboo on speaking publicly about domestic violence is that the 
blues as a genre never acknowledges the discursive and ideological bound- 
aries, separating the private sphere from the public. Historically, there has 
been no body of literature on battering because white, well-to-do women 
who were in a position to write about their experiences in abusive relation- 
ships have only recently been convinced that such privately executed vio- 
lence is a suitable subject for public discourse. 

There is, however, a body of preserved oral culture — or “orature,” to use 
a term employed by some scholars?” — about domestic abuse in the songs 
of blues women like Gertrude Rainey and Bessie Smith. Violence against 
women was always an appropriate topic of women’s blues. The contempo- 
rary urge to break the silence surrounding misogynist violence, and the 
organized political movement challenging violence against women has an 
aesthetic precursor in the work of the classic blues singers. 

Women’s blues have been accused of promoting acquiescent and there- 
fore anti-feminist responses to misogynist abuse. It is true that some of the 
songs recorded by Rainey and Smith seem to exemplify acceptance of male 
violence — and sometimes even masochistic delight in being the target of 
lovers’ beatings. Such claims do not take into account the extent to which 
blues meaning is manipulated and transformed ~ sometimes even into its 
opposite — in blues performance. Blues make abundant use of humor, 
satire, and irony, revealing their historic roots in slave music, wherein 
indirect methods of expression were the only means by which the oppres- 
sion of slavery could be denounced. In this sense, the blues genre is a direct 
descendant of work songs, which often relied on indirection and irony to 
highlight the inhumanity of slave owners so that their targets were sure to 
misunderstand the intended meaning.” 

Bessie Smith sings a number of songs whose lyrics may be interpreted 
as condoning emotional and physical abuse as attendant ‘hazards for 
women involved in sexual partnerships. But close attention to her musical 
presentation of these songs persuades the listener that they contain 
implicit critiques of male abuse. In “Yes Indeed He Do,” Bessie Smith’s 
sarcastic presentation of the lyrics transforms their observations on an 
unfaithful, abusive and exploitative lover into a scathing critique of male 
violence: 


Is he true as stars above me? What kind of fool is you? 

He don’t stay from home all night more than six times a week 
No, I known that I’m his Sheba and I know that he’s my sheik 
And when I ask him where he’s been he grabs a rocking chair 
Then he knocks me down and says it’s just a love lick dear.” 
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Edward Brooks, in The Bessie Smith Companion, makes the following 
comment about this song: 


Bessie delivers the song with growling gusto, as if it were really a panegyric to 
an exemplary lover; she relates his wrongs with the approval of virtues and it 
comes as a jolt when the exultation in her voice is compared with her actual 


words.*! 


Brooks’s analysis assumes that Smith was unselfconscious in her perfor- 
mance of this song. He therefore misses its intentional ambiguity and 
complexity. Smith was an accomplished performer, actor and comedian 
and was therefore well acquainted with the uses of humor and irony. It 
is much more plausible to characterize her decision to sing “Yes Indeed 
He Do” with mock praise and elation as a conscious effort to highlight, in 
the most effective way possible, the inhumanity and misogyny of male 
batterers. ... i 
The female characters memorialized in women’s blues songs, even in 
their most despairing moods, do not fit the mold of the typical victim of 
abuse. The independent women of blues lore are women who do not think 
twice about wielding weapons against men who they feel have mistreated 
them. They frequently brandish their razors and guns, and dare men to 
cross the lines they draw. While acknowledging the physical mistreatment 
they have received at the hands of their male lovers, they do not perceive 
or define themselves as powerless in face of such violence. Indeed, they 
fight back passionately. In many songs Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith pay 
tribute to fearless women who attempt to avenge themselves when their 
lovers have been unfaithful. In “Black Mountain Blues,” Bessie Smith 


sings: 


He met a city gal and he throwed me down 

Pm bound for Black Mountain, me and my razor and my gun 

Lord I’m bound for Black Mountain, me and my razor and my gun 
Pm gonna shoot him if he stands still and cut him if he run. 


In Smith’s “Sinful Blues,” a woman’s rage also turns into violence: 


Gonna get me a gun long as my right arm 
Shoot that man because he done me wrong. 
Lord, now I’ve got them sinful blues.” 


In Ma Rainey’s “See See Rider Blues,” the protagonist, who has discov- 
ered that her man has another woman friend, announces her renn to 
buy herself a pistol and to “kill my man and catch the Cannonball.” Her 
concluding resolution is: “If he don’t have me, he won’t have no gal at all. 
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In Rainey’s “Rough and Tumble Blues,” the woman attacks not the man, 
but the women who have attempted to seduce him: 


I got rough and killed three women ’fore the police got the news 
*Cause mama’s on the warpath with these rough and tumble blues.” 


The lives of many of the blues women of the twenties resembled those of 
the fearless women memorialized in their songs. We know that at times 
Bessie Smith was a victim of male violence and also that she would not 
hesitate to hurl violent threats — which she sometimes carried out — at the 
men who betrayed her. Nor was she afraid to confront the most feared 
embodiments of white racist terror. One evening in July of 1927, robed and 
hooded Ku Klux Klansmen attempted to disrupt her tent performance by 
pulling up the tent stakes and collapsing the entire structure. When Smith 


was informed of the trouble, she immediately left the tent and, according to 
her biographer: 


- +. ran toward the intruders, stopped within ten feet of them, placed one 
hand on her hip, and shook a clenched fist at the Klansmen. “What the fuck 
you think you’re doin’,” she shouted above the sound of the band. “TI get the 
whole damn tent out here if I have to. You just pick up them sheets and run!” 

The Klansmen, apparently too surprised to move, just stood there and 
gawked. Bessie hurled obscenities at them until they finally turned and 
disappeared quietly into the darkness... 


Then she went back into the tent as if she had just settled a routine 
46 
matter. 


Blues women were expected to déviate from the norms defining ortho- 
dox female behavior, which is why they were revered by both men and 
women in black working-class communities. Ida Cox’s “Wild Women 
Don’t Have the Blues” became the most famous portrait of the non- 
conforming, independent woman, and her “wild woman” has become 
virtually synonymous with the blues queen herself: 


Wild women don’t worry, wild women don’t have the blues 
You never get nothing by being an angel child 
You’d better change your ways and get real wild.” 


“Prove It On Me Blues,” composed by Gertrude Rainey, portrays just 
such a “wild woman,” who affirms her independence from the orthodox 
norms of womanhood by boldly flaunting her lesbianism. Rainey’s sexual 
involvement with women was no secret among her colleagues and her 
audiences. The advertisement for the release of “Prove It On Me Blues” 
showed the blues woman sporting a man’s hat, jacket and tie and, while a 


r 
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policeman looked on, obviously attempting to seduce two women on a 
street corner. The song’s lyrics include the following: 


Went out last night with a crowd of my friends 
They must’ve been women ’cause I don’t like no men... 


~- Wear my clothes just like a fan 
Talk to the gals just like any old man.” 


Sandra Lieb has described this song as a “powerful statement of lesbian 
defiance and self-worth.” “Prove It On Me Blues” is a cultural precursor to 
the lesbian cultural movement of the 1970s, which, it is interesting to note, 
began to crystallize around the performance and recording of lesbian- 
affirming songs. (In fact, in 1977, Teresa Trull recorded a cover of Ma 
Rainey’s song for an album entitled Lesbian Concentrate.™) 

Hazel Carby has insightfully observed that “Prove It On Me Blues” 


vacillates between the subversive hidden activity of women loving women 
[and] a public.declaration of lesbianism. The words express a contempt for a 


society that rejected lesbians. . .. But at the same time the song is a reclama- 
tion of lesbianism as long as the woman publicly names her sexual preference 
for herself. . . . 


Carby argues that this song “engag[es] directly in defining issues of sexual 
preference as a contradictory struggle of social relations.”*! 

“Prove It On Me Blues” suggests how the iconoclastic blueswomen of 
the twenties were pioneers for later historical developments. The response 
to this song also suggests that homophobia within the black community 
did not prevent blues women from challenging stereotypical conceptions of 
women’s lives. They did not allow themselves to be enshrined by the silence 
imposed by mainstream society. . 

The blues songs recorded by Gertrude Rainey and Bessie Smith offer us 
a privileged glimpse of the prevailing perceptions of love and sexuality in 
post-slavery black communities in the United States. Both women were 
role models for untold thousands of their sisters to whom they delivered 
messages that defied the male dominance encouraged by mainstream cul- 
ture. The blues women openly challenged the gender politics implicit in 
traditional cultural representations of marriage and heterosexual love rela- 
tionships. Refusing, in the blues tradition of raw realism, to romanticize 
romantic relationships, they instead exposed the stereotypes and explored 
the contradictions of those relationships. By so doing, they redefined 
women’s “place.” They forged and memorialized images of tough, resilient 

and independent women who were afraid neither of their own vulnerability 
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Hurrah! Miss Susy, oh! 
Jenny gone away; 

Hurrah! Miss Susy, oh! 

"Jenny gone away. 
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liberation and the music it produced in the religious tradition of Christianity. 
i Culture and Black Consciousness, . 
Ramas themes are to be found in some of the prison work songs recorded by 
folklorists such as Alan Lomax during the thirties, forties, and ffies, and 
See Giles Oakley, The Devil’s Music: A OF of the Blues (New York an 
n: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976), 97-9. l 
See Neary Louis Gates, Jr, The Signifying Monkey: A Theory ona 
American Literary Criticism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1 Sa) » ch. 1. 
See Zora Neale Hurston, Mules and Men (Bloomington: Indiana § niversity 
Press, 1978), stories on Jack and the Devil, 164, and about unh hu a 
il made up, 169. l l 
Wild Women Don's Have the Blues, dir. Christine Dall, Calliope Film Re- 
ideocassette. a 
When coplied to the religious contours and content of slave-initiated cata 
community, the infamous observation by the young Karl Marx mat re igion is 
the “opium of the people” elucidates the utopian potential of slave religion; 
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but, in this context, Marx’s observation simultaneously goes too far and not far 
enough. 


Religious suffering is at the same time an expression of real suffering. and 
a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed 
creature, the sentiment of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless 
conditions. It is the opium of the people. . . . Religion is only the illusory 


sun around which man revolves so long as he does not revolve around 
himself. 


Karl Marx, “The Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right,” in Karl Marx, Early 
Writings, ed. T. B. Bottomore (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963), 43—4. 
Marx goes too far in the sense that he assumes a necessarily and exclusively 
ideological relationship between religious consciousness and material condi- 
tions, i.e., that religion is fundamentally false consciousness and that the “self” 
or community it articulates is necessarily an illusion. Such an all-embracing 
conception of religion cannot account for its extra-religious dimensions. On 


the other hand, he does not go far enough when he dismisses the revolutionary 
potential of religious consciousness. 


See Lovell, Black Song, chs 17 and 18. 

Marx, “Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy,” 44. 

See Houston A. Baker, Jr, Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature 
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public/private distinction. Instead the political consciousness of women of 
Color stems from an awareness that the public is personally political.” 
Du Bois points out that in many border states, slave-breeding became a main 
industry: “The deliberate breeding of a strong, big field-hand stock could be 
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carried out by selecting proper males, and giving them the run of the likeliest 
females. This in many Border States became a regular policy and fed the slave 
trade.” Black Reconstruction in America, 44. 
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Underexposed: Photography 
and Afro-American History 


In 1969, the Metropolitan Museum of Art presented an exhibition entitled 
: Harlem on My Mind: Cultural Capital of Black America, 1900-1968.” 
According to its coordinator, Allon Schoener, the exhibition “could be one 
of the most important . . . to have been presented in an art museum in the 
twentieth century because it redefined the role and responsibility of muse- 
ums, their audiences, and the types of exhibitions they could present.”! 
Nonetheless black community activists organized a protest to mark the 
opening of the show. Among those who marched on the picket line was one 
of the most prominent contemporary Afro-American photographers of the 
T Roy DeCarava, who strongly challenged the merits of “Harlem on My 
ind”: 
It is evident from the physical makeup of the show that Schoener and 
company have no respect for or understanding of photography, or, fof that 
matter, any of the other media that they employed. I would also say that they 
have no great love-for or understanding of Harlem, black people or history.’ 


The. controversy unleashed by this exhibition — which was no doubt a 
sincere attempt to break the cycle of racism within the US art establishment 
— revealed deeper influences of racism even on apparently progressive 
cultural perceptions and definitions. 

If it were possible to consider “Harlem on My Mind” — the exhibition 
and the subsequently published book — an unqualified success, even this 
would not have begun to reverse the conspicuous sparsity of images depict- 
ing Afro-American life within the recorded history of photography. There 
have indeed been a few important moments such as Frances Benjamin 
Johnston’s photographic documentation of Hampton Institute around the 
turn of the century or W. Eugene Smith’s 1951 photo-essay in Life entitled 


This‘essay first appeared in A Century of Black Photographers: 1840-1960, ed. Valencia Hollins 
Coar (Providence RI: Museum of Art, Rhode Island School of Design, 1983), to accompany 
an exhibition of the same name at the School’s Museum of Art, March 31 — May 8 1983 
Reprinted with permission of the publishers. The essay also appeared in Angela Y Davis, 
Women, Culture, and Politics (New York: Random House, 1988). l ; 


~A 
, 


266 


«Nurse-Midwife.” Yet such glimpses of black life have incorporated the 
vision of white artists, necessarily outsiders to the culture from which their 
images were taken. From the era of photography’s emergence up to the 
present period, black photographers have been forcibly and systematically 
rendered invisible. “One of the few positive effects of ‘Harlem on My 
Mind’,” according to photography critic A. D. Coleman, “was that it 
brought to the attention of critics and public alike the work of James Van 
Der Zee.”” Van Der Zee, Gordon Parks, and Roy DeCarava (who refused 
to participate in the Harlem show) are among the very few whose names 
have recently begun to be recognizable. Not one of them, however -nota 
single Afro-American photographer, in fact — has been included in the most 
current authoritative history of the medium to be published in the US. 
Thus the momentous character of the present assemblage of eleven decades 
of black photography. 
Many will find it astonishing that black people became involved in 
photography shortly after the invention of the daguerreotype: Jules Lion, 
who became acquainted with this process in France, may well have intro- 
duced it to the city of New- Orleans. But then, how many prominenť 
scientists, scholars, and artists have been banished from historical records 
for no other reason than their. racial heritage, only to be revealed, shame- 
fully late, as outstanding contributors in their fields? Jules Lion, Robert 
Duncanson, and J. P. Ball ought not now to evoke new responses of 
surprise. Rather, they should be celebrated as evidence of what knowledge- 
able persons should have strongly suspected all along — yes, black photo- 
graphers were active during the very earliest stages of their medium s 
history. Granted, there were but few, for slavery imposed an historical 
prohibition on virtually all forms of aesthetic creation. Only music, mis- 
understood as it was by the slaveocracy, was permitted to flourish. But what 
about the untapped artistic potential of those millions of slaves? Do we date 
imagine how many pioneering black photographers there might have been, 
had more favorable socio-economic circumstances prevailed? 
Perhaps a less speculative question should be considered: What was the 
posture of early black photographers toward the collective predicament of 
Afro-American people? W. E. B. Du Bois wrote: 
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The innate love of harmony and beauty that set the ruder souls of his people 
a-dancing, a-singing raised but confusion and doubt in the souls of the black 
artist; for the beauty revealed to him was the soul-beauty of a race which his 
larger audience despised, and he could not articulate the message of another 
people.” 


Could this be the reason why the works and careers of the few early 
photographers appear entirely removed from the situations and aspirations 
of the masses of Afro-Americans? Where, in the works of daguerreotypist 
James P. Ball, was the black population’s powerful yearning for freedom to 
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be found? Did the photographic images of his black contemporaries and 
immediate successors bear witness, in any discernible manner, to the com- 
mon dreams of an enslaved people, whose songs and struggles focused on 
their collective liberation? If these questions cannot be answered unreserv- 
‘edly in the affirmative, it is due, no doubt, to the pressures exerted by that 
“larger audience” to which Du Bois refers. Black people, the vast majority 
of whom were slaves prior to 1863, were simply not considered appropriate 
subjects of serious visual art, except as stereotypes. Indeed, this was‘no less 
true for Afro-American painters, sculptors, and photographers than for 
their white contemporaries. 

The paucity of distinctive black features in the works of early black 
photographers should not be misconstrued as permission to dismiss the 
issue of these artists’ relationship to the collective experience of their race. 
However they subjectively chose to address — or ignore — the racial politics 
of their times, they could hardly avoid being influenced in some way by 
objective historical conditions. And there were turbulent stirrings in the 
black population and among their white allies during the decade that closed 
with the invention of the daguerreotype. There were Nat Turner’s awesome 
slave rebellion of 1831 and the founding conference, two years later, of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society. By 1837, there were also white martyrs like 
the abolitionist newspaperman Elijah P. Lovejoy, viciously murdered by 
a racist mob in Illinois. The next year, a momentous escape occurred, 
effected by the slave soon to be known as Frederick Douglass, the eloquent 
orator and powerful abolitionist leader. This was the year when the black 
anti-slavery activist Robert Purvis formally organized the Underground 
Railroad. 

If this was an era when the black pursuit of freedom emerged as one 
of the nation’s dominant social concerns, it was also a period of vibrant 
and prolific artistic expression related to the anti-slavery cause. At the 
same time as George Mose Horton published his “Poems of a Slave,” 
Longfellow’s “Poems on Slavery” also appeared. Although this was appar- 
ently an exceptional case, there was an Afro-American visual artist, the 
engraver and lithographer Patrick Reason, who devoted much of his work 
to abolitionist themes. Reason “spoke out vehemently against slavery, 
devoting much of his time to illustrating abolitionist literature.”° His por- 
trait of Henry Bibb, author of one of the epoch’s popular slave narratives, 
expressed a certain determination to link the work of black visual artists — 
like their people’s literature and still unrecognized musical creations — to 
black people’s historic social strivings for liberation. l 

It is a great misfortune that the racist requirements of “American” art 
excluded black slaves in a virtual a priori fashion as potential subjects of 
serious visual art, for an abundance of profoundly inspiring material could 
have been gleaned from their lives and deeds, material waiting to be shaped 
by the artist’s hand into exciting new creations. Consider, for example, the 
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fascinating case of Henry “Box” Brown, the slave who escaped inside a box, 
which was shipped to the North by the operators of the Underground 
Railroad. And the dramatic escape by William and Ellen Craft in 1849: 
Ellen, passing for white, donned male attire and posed as her husband’s 
master. The couple successfully traveled from Georgia to the free city of 
Philadelphia. While Harriet Tubman’s escape that same year was not itself 
distinctively dramatic, its consequences would be earthshaking and his- 
toric. Countless freedom treks would be made by this fearless woman, 
destined to become her people’s “Moses.” 

The Afro-American photographer J. P. Ball was active during the 1850s. 
One is tempted to speculate about the extent to which he and others were 
touched by the feats of freedom fighters like Harriet Tubman. While 
concrete answers must await further specific historical research, it is clear 
that by the decade of the ’50s, the issue of slavery had emphatically moved 
to the center of national attention. It had become a question no one, black 
or white — and especially not scholars and cultural workers — could be 
permitted to ignore. Indeed, one of the era’s most popular pieces of litera- 
ture was Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the crusading, anti-slavery novel by Harriet 
Beecher Stowe. The very popularity of Stowe’s work was irrefutable evi- 
dence of the novel’s outstanding role in defending the abolitionist cause. 
Yet it was also responsible for popularizing social attitudes toward black 
people which seemingly contradicted its progressive, anti-slavery intent. 
For even as it encouraged black people’s right to be free, it legitimized and 
gave definitive, popular form to stereotypical notions of racial inferiority. In 
fact, precisely the process through which Stowe’s novel evoked a popular 
revulsion toward slavery also furnished the literary weapons for an ideologi- 
cal victory — however unintentional — of racism. 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin facilitated — not alone, but in a major sense — the 
increasingly deeper penetration of racist images and attitudes into the 
country’s cultural life. Consider an 1883 painting entitled Uncle Tom and 
Little Eva and its depiction of a large, but obviously helpless black man who 
looks to an angelic little white girl for light and direction. This painting, 
which incorporates Stowe’s stereotypes in their original forms, is not the 
work of a naive white artist, as might be suspected. Rather it was produced 
by an Afro-American, Robert Scott Duncanson. And Duncanson was not 
the only one to be inspired in this fashion to project unintentionally de- 
structive images of his people. Yet Afro-Americans had also furnished the 
means with which to expose the racist distortions in Stowe’s portrayal of 
black people, for by this time the slave narrative had become a well estab- 
lished literary genre. Solomon Northrup and Frederick Douglass, for 
example, had presented firsthand accounts of their lives, their sufferings, 
and their hopes under the “peculiar institution.” Black people’s burgeoning 
literary creations at mid-century included the works of William Wells 
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Brown, who went on, after authoring a slave narrative, to become Afro- 
America’s first novelist and playwright. Among poets at mid-century. 
Frances E. W. Harper was destined to receive the widest acclaim for fies 
work. While she herself was born “free,” she wrote her-most brilliant and 
celebrated verse on the righteous struggles of her enslaved people — poems 

for example, like “The Slave Auction,” and “Bury Me in a Free Land » 
Such was the flourishing and often militant literary context within which 
mid-century black photographers — whether consciously or not — pursued 
their potentially powerful craft. Like their colleagues who wielded the- pen, 


There came the slow looming of emancipation. Crowds and armies of the 
unknown, inscrutable, unfathomable Yankees; cruelty behind and before; 


rumors of a new slave trade; but slowly, continuously, the wild truth the 
bitter truth, the magic truth, came surging through. Í 


There was to be a new freedom!... They prayed; they worked; they 
danced and sang; they studied to learn; they wanted to wander.” 


Slavery was banned from history, but while black people certainly felt the 
falling of their chains, they also soon realized that they had by no means 
achieved their collective goal of liberation. If a new promise -was later 
Offered, during the years of Radical Reconstruction, it would be abruptl 
snatched away by the Hayes-Tilden Compromise of 1877, which anaes 
in a period of pervasive, destructive racism. Segregation was legalized in the 
South and the population of former slaves began to suffer systematic 
disfranchisement. Mob violence and ‘lynchings claimed countless lives 
while the use of racist terror and other tactics of intimidation became the 
routine approach to black peasants and workers adopted by white officials 
and employers in the South. In 1890, for example, there were 85 reported 
lynchings, 112 in 1891, and 160 in 1892 — and, as the last years of the 
century rolled by, this wave of racist violence would continue to swell 

‘This was the socio-historical background against which the lives and 
careers evolved of such photographic artists as Harry Shepherd and 
Hamilton S. Smith. As they worked with their cameras, selecting their 
subjects, composing their images, how were they affected by the raging 
vidlence of racist mobs, those massacres of black people euphemistically 
known as “race riots”? Were the images they recorded influenced at all by 
the knowledge that untold thousands of black bodies had hung from trees 
or gone up in flames at the stake? Their literary contemporary, Charles 
Chesnutt, published a novel in 1901 entitled The Marrow of Tradizion based 
directly on the 1898 massacre in Wilmington, North Carolina. Were any 
Afro-American photographers inspired by Chesnutt’s example? 
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By the beginning of the twentieth century, photography in the United 
States and Europe had entered its historical state of maturity. Mathew 
Brady had photographed the Civil War, Timothy H. O’Sullivan had con- 
ducted expeditions to photograph remote areas of the West, and countless 
millions of human portraits had been recorded on film. According to the 
census of 1900, at least 247 Afro-Americans were professional photogra- 
phers. Of course, it can be assumed that the vast majority concentrated 
their work on studio portraits, but if James Van Der Zee is at all typical, 
many, like him, photographed street scenes, parades, political rallies, and 
whatever might have been transpiring in their immediate world. A. D. 
Coleman reports that during most of his career, Van Der Zee “was entirely 
unaware of what was happening in the medium, even of what was going on 
with black photographers; such names as Steichen, Stieglitz, Hine and van 
Vechten rang no bells in his memory.”® 

Yet, was it really necessary to be familiar, for example, with Jacob Riis’s 
images of the poor and their environment in order to move toward 
the photographic documentation of oppression? Was it necessary for black 
photographers to look toward white models in order to recognize that 
photography could be a profoundly social art form, capable of generating 
human urges toward progressive change? 

To continue the line of questioning begun above, did any of the early 
twentieth-century black photographers attempt to record images reflect- 
ing the omnipresent and devastating racism of those years? How did black 
photography address the 1906 race riots in Springfield, Ohio, and Atlanta, 
Georgia — and the notorious assaults the same year on black soldiers in 
Brownsville, Texas? Were any visual challenges inspired by the 1916 lynch- 
ing of Jesse Washington, who was burned to death in Waco, Texas, before 
a cheering crowd of 15,000 white people — men, women, and even children? 
Included in the “Harlem on My Mind” exhibition was a photograph of a 
march in Harlem protesting at the East Saint Louis race riots of 1917. How 
many more images remain to be discovered which evoke the presence of 
and resistance to the terrible violence of 1917 and the murderous Red 
Summer of 1919? 

With the rise of the film industry during the first decades of the twentieth 
century, racist stereotypes began to acquire definitive perceptual forms, 
a process that was masterfully executed in D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation. 
What Afro-American photographers sought to forge images whose creative 
power could expose and condemn the evolving visual mythology of racism? 
Certainly, James Van Der Zee’s impressive imagery provides affirmative, 
realistic evidence of the urbanized Afro-American, and specifically, the 
inhabitants of Harlem during the 1920s — from the socialite in repose to the 
protesting Garveyite. Although mainstream photography scholarship treats 
Van Der Zee as an exception — that is, if he is acknowledged at all — there 
must be more, many, many more. 


Underexposed: Photography and Afro-American History 271 


The 1920s were very special years for black artists in the United State 
~ particularly for the writers and painters who, unlike the musicians of th 
era, had not yet established themselves within a cultural continu at 
was. distinctly and affirmatively Afro-American. Gae 
who create now intend to express our individual dark-skinned selves with- 
ns fear or shame.” This was Langston Hughes’s proclamation in “The 
: egro Artist and the Racial Mountain.” By the end of that decade, black 
iterary and visual artists had laid the foundation for an explicitly Afro- 
American esthetic, one which reflected the socio-historical ondino: of the 
black community’s development and gave expression to the cultural tradi 
tons created and preserved in that process. a 


Let the blare of Negro jazz bands and the bellowing voice of Bessie Smith 
singing the blues penetrate the closed ears of the colored near-intellectuals 
aur they listen and perhaps understand. Let Paul Robeson singing “Wate 
Boy” and Rudolph Fisher writing about the streets of Harlem and Jean 


Toomer holding the heart of Georgia in hi 
: gia in his hand: 
drawing strange fantasies... 1° ands and Aaron Douglas 


And, we might add, James Van Der Zee capturing photographic images of 
Harlem, P. H. Polk preserving via the camera something of the historical 
import of Tuskegee Institute. iii 
3 Then came the Great Crash of 1929 and the economic depression that 
ee misery to the entire population, but whose impact was most fatal 
or the Afro-American masses, especially the agricultural workers of the 
South. Poor black people appeared in the work of the Farm Securi 
Administration photographers — Dorothea Lange, Ben Shahn en 
Mydans, Walker Evans — whose documentation of rural life durin the 
Depression years is of inestimable importance. Countless images of a 
in the United States have been preserved, yet black people, like their He 
Perris were not simply poor. Their lives expressed far more than 
e dignity despite poverty” often intentionally captured in the photo- 
graphs. Where are the other images? Those of black people organizin 
struggling, fighting back as sharecroppers and tenant farmers in a 
Alabama? As union militants in Detroit, for example, or as unemployed 
protesters in Chicago — and as people, real human beings? In short a a 
maturing complex community of oppressed people in relentless BURA of 
a humane collective existence, a pursuit that continued throughout the 
1940s, 1950s and to the present time? If such images are to be unearthed 
if new Images of this sort are to be forged in substantial numbers Afro- 
American photographers will have borne — and must continue to bear — th 
overwhelming burden of this responsibility, i 
l The photography critic Gisele Freund has argued that the medium’s 
importance is related not only to its capacity to develop as an art form, but 


“We younger Negro artists. 
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also, and perhaps even more significantly, to “its abihty t0 shape our nis. 
to influence our behavior and to define our society.” If racism is is i 
conquered in the United States, both in its institutional and aaa in 
manifestations, then certainly Afro-American photographers must play i 
special role in the process of redefining the ideologically tainted ae 
their people. This process involves not only their own omar p ae 
not only their esthetic and social sensitivity, but also, ina very ati i 
sense, the end of their socially imposed invisibility. Referring to a ia 
contemporary photographer, A. D. Coleman wrote: 


It is little short of tragic that our prejudices should have deprived Roy 
DeCarava of the wide audience he deserves, and deprived that aug oe of an 
artist with so much to reveal that they desperately need to know. 


Roy DeCarava and how many more? 
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Afro Images: Politics, 
Fashion, and Nostalgia 


Not long ago I attended a performance in San Francisco by women pres- 
ently or formerly incarcerated in the County Jail, in collaboration with Bay 
Area women performance artists. After the show, I went backstage to the 
“green room,” where the women inmates, guarded by deputy sheriffs 
stationed outside the door, were celebrating with their families and friends. 
Having worked with some of the women at the jail, I wanted to congratulate 
them on the show. One woman introduċed me to her brother, who at first 


S 


x 


responded to my name with a blank stare. The woman admonished him: ES 
“You don’t know who Angela Davis is?! You should be ashamed.” Sud- œS 


denly a flicker of recognition flashed across his face. “Oh,” he said, “Angela 
Davis — the Afro.” 

-Such responses I find, are hardly exceptional, and it is both humiliati 
and humbling to discover that a single generation after the events that 
constructed me as a public personality, I am remembered as a hairdo. It is 


humiliating because it reduces a politics of liberation to a politics of fashion; _ 


it is humbling because such encounters with the younger generation ‘dem- 
onstrate the fragility and mutability of historical images, particularly those 
associated with African-American history. This encounter with the young 
man who identified me as “the Afro” reminded me of a recent.article in the 
New York Times Magazine that listed me as one of the fifty most influential 
fashion (read: hairstyle) trendsetters over the last century.’ I continue to 
find it ironic that the popularity of the “Afro” is attributed to me, when, in 
actuality, I was emulating a whole host of women, both public figures and 
women I encountered in my daily life, when I began to wear my hair natural 
in the late sixties. 

But it is not merely the reduction of historical politics to contemporary 
fashion that infuriates me. Especially disconcerting is the fact that the 
distinction of being known as “the Afro” is largely a result of a particular 
economy of journalistic images of black women in which mine is one of the 
This essay first appeared in Picturing Us: African American Identity in Photography, ed. Deborah 


Willis (New York: The New Press, 1994). Copyright © 1994 Angela Y. Davis. Reprinted by 
permission of The New Press. 
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relatively few that has survived the last two decades. Or perhaps = esl 
segregation of those photographic images caused mine to enter into P 
then dominant journalistic culture precisely by virtue of my ma 
“criminality.” In any case, it has survived, disconnected from the PRN 
context in which it arose, as fashion. Most young African Americans who 
are familiar with my name and twenty-five-year-old image a 
tered photographs and film/video clips largely in music videos, and in n : 
history montages in popular books and magazines. Within the ne ; 
context in which they learn to situate these photographs, the o ien 
element of the image is the hairstyle, understood less as a political state- 
fashion. l l 
a contemporary circulation of photographic and filmic 
images of African Americans-has multiple and contradictory o o 
On the one hand, it holds the promise of visual memory of older ne 
departed generations, of both well-known figures and people who may a 
have achieved public prominence. However; there 1s also the danger 
this historicakmemory may.become ahistorical and apolitical. ae ee s 
are relics-of the-past,” John Berger-has written. They are traces of tg at has 
happened. If the living take that past upon themselves, if the past pare 
an integral part of the process of people making their own history, el a 
photographs would acquire a Apis context, they would continue to ex! 
i i of being arrested moments. 
"he BR I ee rather reluctant to reflect in more a ane 
way on the power of the visual images by which I was Smead . 
period of my trial. Perhaps this is due to my unwillingness to con Gee i e ‘ 
images as having to some extent structured my experiences during a a ; 
The recent recycling of some of these images in contexts that privi ion e 
“Afro” as fashion — revolutionary glamor — has led me to reconsider pe 
both in the historical context in which they were first produced, Sera 
which I first experienced them) and shea “historical context in whic 
esented today as “arrested moments. 
bah arn 1969, the Cane of California Regents fired me ae 
my post in the philosophy department at UCLA because of my cae 
ship in the Communist Party. The following summer, charges of mur n 
kidnapping, and conspiracy were brought against me in ee e 
my activities on behalf of George Jackson and the Soledad rothers. E 
circulation of various photographic images of me — taken by Pes S, 
undercover policemen, and movement activists — played a major role of 
both the mobilization of public opinion against me and the development o 
the campaign that was ultimately responsible for my acquittal. t 
Twenty-five years later, many of these photographs are being pegs a 
and recontextualized in ways that are at once exciting and disturbing. : i : 
the first public circulation of my photographs, I was intensely aware o 
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invasive and transformative power of the camera and of the ideological 
contextualization of my images, which left, me with little or no agency. On 
the one hand I was portrayed as a conspiratorial and monstrous Com- 
munist (i.e., anti-American) whose unruly natural hairdo symbolized black 
militancy (i.e., anti-whiteness). Some of the first hate mail I received tended 
to collapse “Russia” and “Africa.” I was told to “go back to Russia” and 
often in the same sentence (in connection with a reference to my hair) to 
“go. back to Africa.” On the other hand, sympathetic portrayals tended to 
interpret the image — almost inevitably one with my mouth wide open — as 
that of a charismatic and raucous revolutionary ready to lead the masses 
into battle. Since I considered myself neither monstrous nor charismatic, I 
felt fundamentally betrayed on both accounts: violated on the first account, 
and deficient on the second. 

When I was fired by the UC Regents in 1969, an assortment of photo- 
graphs appeared throughout that year in various newspapers and magazines 
and on television. However, it was not until felony charges were brought 
against me in connection with the Marin County shootout that the photo- 
graphs became what Susan Sontag has called a part of “the general furni- 
ture of the environment.”? As such, they truly began to frighten me. A cycle 
of terror was initiated by the decision of the FBI to declare me one of the 
country’s ten most-wanted criminals. Although I had been underground 
for over a month before I actually saw the photographs the FBI had decided 
to use on the poster, I had to picture how they might portray me as I 
attempted to create for myself an appearance that ‘would be markedly 
different from the one defined as armed and dangerous. The props I used 
consisted of a wig with straight black hair, long false lashes, and more 
eyeshadow, liner, and blush than I had ever before imagined wearing in 
public. Never having seriously attempted to present myself as glamorous, it 
seemed to me that glamor was the only look that might annul the likelihood 
of being perceived as a revolutionary. It never could have occurred to me 
that the same “revolutionary” image I then sought to camouflage with 
glamor would be turned, a generation later, into glamor and nostalgia. 

After the FBI poster was put on display in post offices, other government 
buildings, and on the television program The FBI, Life magazine came out 
with a provocative issue featuring a cover story on me. Illustrated by 
photographs from my childhood years through the UCLA firing, the article 
probed the reasons for my supposedly abandoning a sure trajectory toward 
fulfillment of the middle-class American dream in order to lead the unpre- 
dictable life of a “black revolutionary.” Considering the vast circulation of 
this pictorial magazine,* I experienced something akin to what Barthes was 
referring to when he wrote “I feel that the Photograph creates my body or 
mortifies it according to its caprice (apology of this mortiferous power 
certain Communards paid with their lives for their willingness or even their 


we Š 


in 


276 l Aesthetics and Culture 


erness to pose on the barricades: defeated, they were oE a 
995 of eae 
THES police and shot, almost every one). The life-size heads 


j n 
cover of the magazine would be seen by as many people if not more, tha 


i wn 
the much smaller portraits on the FBI poster. Eea oe ah A i 
i in the store where I purchased the magazine wa aia 
PBI chief J. Edgar Hoover had conspired in the appearance of tha j 
fa Mor than anything else it seemed to me to be a a NR 
ae f the WANTED poster. Moreover the text of the story ele 
ee explanation as to why the pictures should be asso 
je a a the cover of my autobiography,’ published = Aké 
was aken by the renowned photographer Phillipe eee . Hate 
entered his studio with Toni pais a a Bari 
rou [ 
TR A e eae fe dove ea with his camera a e 
ance i sentation of black militancy: leather jacket (uniform of the E 
Beale beans Afro hairdo and raised first. We had to poma a 
arenes ae in a less predictable posture. As P i 2 ia 
enter ersuasiveness of these -visual stereotypes was made c cane? 
Sak ee insist that Anna Deavere Smith rethink her representation 5 
ae Sa ka piece Fires in the Mirror, which initially relied upon a blac 
o Za EE Sep the power of those photographic ai 
S the part they played in structuring people’s opinions (ane ee i 
af itive” and a political prisoner; their broader and more subtle e 
a erved as generic images of black women who wore their hair 
i se >F : m the constant stream of stories I have heard over the last 
ae ce (and continue to hear), I infer that hundreds, pon 
ee a of Afro-wearing black women were accosted, sears S 
faa ae b olice, FBI, and immigration agents during the two sale i 
a aa : cad "OnE woman who told me that she hoped she co 
pene races ý because of her light skin and big natural, was SR 
ete f oe the photographs — circulating within a highly ana 
Ad eae — constructed generic representations of young a 
ence. eae, the photographs identified vast numbers cu 
re contemporaries who he ap re ee 
inned) as targets of repression. is is the | 
ree fe continued association of my name with an ae sues 
A young woman who is a former student of mine ne) seer a 
Afro during the last few months. Rarely a day passes, she shes - si 
he is not greeted with cries of “Angela Davis from tota x Ane 
eae ing the months preceding the writing of this article, I ave = 
hig alee number of requests for interviews from journalists doing 
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stories on “the resurgence of the Afro.” A number of the most recent 
requests were occasioned by a layout in the fashion section of the March 

1994 issue of Vibe magazine entitled “Free Angela: Actress Cynda Williams 

as Angela Davis, a Fashion Revolutionary.” The spread consists of eight 
full-page photos of Cynda Williams (known for.her role as the singer in 
Spike Lee’s film Mo’ Better Blues) in poses that parody photographs taken 
of me during the early 1970s. The layout, by stylist Patty Wilson, is 
described as “‘docufashion’ becatise it uses modern clothing to mimic 
Angela Davis’s look from the ’70s.”” 
‘Some of the pictures are rather straightforward attempts to recreate press 
photos taken at my arrest, during the trial, and after my release. Others can 
be characterized as pastiche,’ drawing elements like leather-jacketed black 
men from contemporary stereotypes of the sixties-seventies era of black 
militancy. They include an arrest scene with the model situated between 
two uniformed policemen and wearing an advertised black satin blouse 
(reminiscent of the top I was wearing on the date of my arrest). As with her 
hair, the advertised eyewear are remarkably similar to the glasses I wore. 
There are two courtroom scenes in which Williams wears an enormous 
Afro wig and advertised see-through minidresses and, in one of them, 
handcuffs. Yet ‘another revolves around a cigar-smoking, bearded man 
dressed in fatigues with a gun holster around his waist, obviously meant to 
evoke Che Guevara. (Even the fatigues can be purchased — from Cheap 
Jack’s!) There is no such thing as subtlety in these photos. Because the 
point of this fashion spread is to represent ‘the clothing associated with 
revolutionary movements of the early seventies as: revolutionary fashion in 
the nineties, the sixtieth-anniversary logo of the Communist Party has 
become altered in one of the photos to read 1919-1971 (instead of 1979), 
And the advertised dress in the photo for which this logo is a backdrop is 
adorned with pin-on buttons reading “Free All Politica] Prisoners.” 

The photographs I find most unsettling, however, are the two small 
headshots of Williams wearing a huge Afro wig on a reproduction of the 
FBI.wanted poster that is otherwise unaltered except for the words “FREE 
ANGELA” in bold red print across the bottom of the document. Despite 
the fact that the inordinately small photos do not really permit much of a 
view of the clothing Williams wears, the tops and glasses (again quite 
similar to the ones I wore in the two imitated photographs) are listed as 
purchasable items. This is the most blatant example of the way the particu- 
lar history of my legal case is emptied of all content so that it can serve as 
a commodified backdrop for advertising. The way in which this document 
provided a historical pretext for something akin to a reign of terror for 
countless young black women is effectively erased by its use as a prop 
for selling clothes and promoting a seventies fashion nostalgia. What is also 
lost in this nostalgic surrogate for historical memory — in these “arrested 
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moments,” to use John Berger’s words — is the activist involvement of vast 
numbers of black women in movements that are now represented with even 
i greater masculinist contours than they actually exhibited at the time. 

{ | Without engaging the numerous debates occasioned by Frederic 
E Jameson’s paper “Postmodernism and Consumer Society,” I would like to 
| suggest that his analysis of “nostalgia films” and their literary counterparts, 


which are “historical novels in appearance only,” may provide a useful 


point of departure for an interpretation of this advertising genre called 
} 
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H “docufashion,” as [W]e seem condemned to seek the historical past,” 
| q oo Jameson writes, “through our own pop images and stereotypes about that 
j. , past, which itself remains forever out of reach.”® Perhaps by also taking up 
John Berger’s call for an “alternative photography,” we may develop strat- 


egies for engaging photographic images like the ones I have evoked, by 
tive contexts in education, 


i 
actively seeking to transform their interpre 
k popular culture, the media, community organizing, and so on. Particularly 
d to find ways of 


in relation to African-American historical images, we nee 


incorporating them into “social .and political memory, instead of using 
9910 


[them] as a substitute which encourages the atrophy of such memory. 


were the real educators. Wi 
. We we 
people Ice a hhelces tee, re the setter of fires that would burn until our 


Patricia Robinson 


Patricia Robinson’s engagin 

and acknowled ig account of Malcolm X’s politic 

by pasar aE ie pes pie eran women has poe aie a 5 
portray Malcolm sete memporary black popular culture that te an 
whose style and rhetori quintessential “black man,” as that historical fi z 
tal of Agvican-American you es ia nacre gn tad ten 
sfericcn, Feeney J] on in the 1990s should be judged. “On a ae 
E E BAA z 65, Robinson mused, “all of us. ol a 
pratchullyead urbis a at revolutionary son and brother to be a ad 
SY eae eng e aie Hi the revolutionary responsibility as it | 
Malcolm’s disillusi wly descending body.”' She contended th ae 
Se eae its ee with the Nation of Islam, he began a ee 
ine os Be ramet E women in a way that had not been see 
Muhammad — whose politi d the ideological tutelage of a man ~ Elijah 
osasi dard E religious vision and whose personal life ij 
family, she ad me e supremacy. Relying on the paradi E ii 
driven by a new histori a legacy as that of the “black arolia ; a 
ete a ns 
might be, with its unavoidable H a Nb aes aes si 

P me that 


Robinson i 
was calling for a femini 2 
contributions. a feminist appreciation of Malcolm’s political 
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“feminist” rings strange and oxymoronic. Yet this is precisely why I feel 
compelled — using Robinson’s analysis as a point of departure — to formu- 
late a number of questions regarding some possible feminist implications of 
his legacy. I will not presume to answer all the questions I pose. Indeed, 
many of them are speculative in the Socratic sense, designed more to shift 
the focus of the popular discourse on Malcolm X rather than guide a 
substantive inquiry into his political history. 

The first set of questions: Is it possible that if Malcolm had not been shot 


down on February 21, 1965, he might be identifying with the global 


feminist movement today? Would he have allowed his vision to be dis- 
rupted and revolutionized by the intervention of feminism? Or, in order to 
discuss the feminist implications of his legacy, is it even necessary to argue 
about the positions Malcolm X, the man, might have assumed? 
Rather than directly address these questions, I want to parenthetically 
evoke my own recent experience with one of the persisting themes in 
Maicolm’s political discourse — South African apartheid. When I visited 
South Africa in September 1991, political consciousness regarding the 
marginalization and oppression of women appeared to be transforming 
the character ofthe battle for democracy there. Not only were women in the 
various organizations of the Liberation Alliance, the African National Con- 
gress (ANC), the South African Communist Party (SACP), Congress of 
South African Trades Unions (COSATU), and so on developing creative 
strategies for involving masses of women in the revolutionary process, they 
also were challenging the entrenched male dominance in the leadership 
of their organizations. Although a proposed affirmative action plan for 
women within the ANC was not accepted at the last convention, it 
was clearly gaining support as a legitimate means of reversing the decades- 
old assumptions that men deserved the preponderance of leadership 
positions. 

Women in South Africa also were redefining the pervasive political 
violence (perpetrated by black organizations such as Buthelezi’s Inkatha, 
but supported by the white government) in terms that included the violence 
they suffered at the hands of their husbands at home. The women activists 
whom I encountered spoke of the futility of seeking to eradicate this 
epidemic public violence while their bodies continued to be battered by thé 
violence defiling their private lives. 

Feminist consciousness like this disrupts traditional modes of struggle, 
and many — men and women alike — in yearning for the simplicity of the 
“good old days” would wish it away, if such magical solutions were pos- 
sible. In light of the misogynist attitudes often represented in the media 


(particularly in film and in the music videos and rap lyrics associated with | 


hip-hop) as the consensus of contemporary young black men, for whom 
Malcolm is the ultimate hero, I am led to pose another set of speculative 
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questions that preempts the first, since what matters is not the “good old 
ae or een Malcolm might have become — what matters is what 
, acy means today. And so, is it the le 

Í y c gacy of Malcol 
mish suca a feminist consciousness away? Is it his legacy to long for sien ie 
for anions and simple answers? Is it’the legacy of Malcolm X to i ore 

€ ra ical reconceptualization of the struggle for dem nd by 

South African women? ooracy urged by 

Maki aa 
develo E a one for the possibility of responding to these questions, I will 
; ased on the critical connotations of A s 

À 1 : 1 ica ) of Malcolm’ 

On Jam rogation of his philosophical adherence to black nationalism. 
Pera: mary 3, 1963, Malcolm X delivered an address sponsored by the 
Universi ents Association and the campus NAACP at Michigan State 

and later published under the title “T illi 
. . o wen 
People in a Political, Economic and Mental Prison.” Ye prefeed nt 
took vine th words of thanks to the two sponsoring organizations “for 
dis saying ha e unity necessary to bring a very controversial issue before 
of Atco ere on campus. The unity of Africans abroad and the unity 
chien ere in this country can bring about practically any kind of 
achir or accomplishment that black people want today.”* On thee 
vogatine den two years later, Malcolm seemed to be deeply inter. 
g the nationalist philosophical 2 
ati ] ) grounds that had led him t 
Aten a metaphors oF Imprisonment at the core of his analysis of the 
~ rican predicament and to advocate an e i 
t xclusively bl j 
a8 rhe strategic basis for emancipatory practice. While the thematic comma, 
Si speeches ne previous invo¢ations of black imprisonment the 
social and psychological incarceration - iffe: 
about his a aa nd ration — what. was different 

c years later was a more flexible con i 

| struction of 
unity ne Proposed as a strategy for escape. At what was no doubt a venvative 
nn e process of questioning his previous philosophy, a moment 
never M eveloped because of his premature death, Malcolm appeared 

. 0e seeking an approach that would allow hi 

! ; that nim to preserve the i 

jk plack | Uy his preanizaion was called the Organization for Afro. 

uty — while simultaneously movi itical 
borders of Africa and the African diaspora. ving Beyond the geopolitical 
limp Malcolm was in the process of articulating the pitfalls and 
rimit ions thee I want to suggest that implied in that critical 

iting of his black nationalist philosophy mi imi 
the male supreme nals phy might be a similar revisiting of 
cations of b i i is i 

said about Llack naat ramific lack nationalism. This is what he 


I used to define black nationali i 

alism as the idea that the black 

hans the cconomy of his community, the politics of his community aay 
- But, when I was in Africa in May, in Ghana, I was speaking with the 
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Algerian ambassador who is ex-militant and is a revolutionary in the true 
sense of the word. .. . When I told him that my political, social and economic 
philosophy was black nationalism, he asked me very frankly, well, where 
did that leave him. Because he was white. He was an African, but he was 
Algerian, and to all appearances he was a white man. And he said if I defined 
“my objective as the victory of black nationalism, where does that leave 
him? Where does that leave revolutionaries in Morocco, Egypt, Iraq, 
Mauritania?’ 


While acknowledging the problematic racialization of the North African 
man whose questioning caused Malcolm to interrogate his own position as 
a black nationalist, I would point out that nonetheless, his internationalist 


' recontextualization of the liberation struggle as a “Third World” struggle 


revealed and accentuated the narrowness and provincial character of the 
nationalism Malcolm had espoused before that time. 


So I had to do a lot of thinking and reappraising of my definition of black 
nationalism. Can we suin up the solution to the problems confronting our 
people as black nationalism? And if you notice, I haven’t been using the 
expression for several months. But I still would be hard pressed to give a 
specific definition of the over-all philosophy which I think is necessary for the 
liberation of black people in this country.‘ 


` These remarks, made in an interview published in the March-April 1965 


issue of the Young Socialist shortly before his assassination, indicate that 
even at a mature stage of the development of his philosophical position, 
Malcolm did not hesitate to re-examine his ideas and consider the possibil- 
ity of radical shifts in that position. He was not afraid to explore the 
likelihood that his ideas could not stand the test of the complexities he 
encountered in his political travels. During the same international travels, 
he discovered that in a number of African countries and African liberation 
movements, women were becoming visible in new and important ways. 
While I do not wish to appear to ignore the extremely complicated and 


often contradictory position in which women find themselves within pro-. 


cesses of dismantling colonial systems, I do want to suggest that it is 
appropriate to speculate about a philosophical shift in Malcolm’s thinking 
with respect to the place, position, and empowerment of women — specifi- 
cally but not exclusively about African women and women in the African 
diaspora. i l 

I am not certain about the political path Malcolm himself might have 
taken had he not been assassinated at such an apparently critical juncture 
in the evolution of his political philosophy and practice. My meditations on 
Malcolm X are not necessarily about the ideas a dead man might have 
arrived at if his life had been spared; what concerns me more is what I 
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would call the “progressive philosophical space” that can be discovered 
within the legacy of Malcolm X. 

In 1992 Malcolm’s legacy is being contested within the realm of popular 
culture. A number of major battles are currently unfolding, whose aim is to 
capture this legacy and fix it once and for all. There is the debate around the 
film on Malcolm directed by Spike Lee. Initially, Spike Lee’s argument for 
replacing the original director, Norman Jewish, with himself; was based on 
the claim that a white director could never do justice to Malcolm’s legacy. 
Once the film was in progress, Amiri Baraka claimed that Lee himself could 
not do justice to Malcolm’s legacy. What is so striking about the. debate is 
its anchoring point: the very conception of black nationalism — with its 
conservative racializing limitations and strong masculinist implications — 
that Malcolm problematized at the end of-his life. 

Popular representations of Malcolm’s legacy abound in contemporary 
youth culture. As Nick Charles has pointed out, “In death the X has 
become ubiquitous, seen mainly on baseball and knit caps. The face, 
handsome and goateed, peers sternly from T-shirts, jackets and bags. His 
slogans, ‘No Sellout’ and ‘By Any Means Necessary,’ have taken on the 
dimensions of commandments.”® This is Malcolm’s commodified 
“legacy,” as conjured and evoked in wearable images, flashed in music 
videos, and,sampled in rap songs. Who or what is this commodified 
Malcolm, the seller of T-shirts and jackets and caps? What does the mark 
of the X mean to those who mark themselves with this sign that signifies 
everything and nothing? How is the legacy of Malcolm perceived by those 
who locate him as a movable image, a wandering voice traveling in and out 
of music videos and rap tunes such as Public Enemy’s “Welcome to the 
Terrordome”? and Paris’s “Brutal” and “Break:the Grip of Shame”? What 
does it mean to the youth who catch a glimpse of Malcolm speaking and 
Malcolm dead lying in his coffin in Prince Akeem and Chuck D’s “Time to 
Come Correct”? How is Malcolm’s legacy constructed in Def Jef’s “Black 
to-the Future,” in Public Enemy’s “Shut Em Down”? What is the meaning 
of the words “By Any Means Necessary” as flashed in bold letters across the 
screen in the last video? 

In assuming a critical attitude vis-à-vis this iconization and, because of its 
commodified character, this reification of Malcolm’s legacy, I do not 
thereby dismiss my own emotional response of enthusiasm about the sense 
of closeness the younger generation has for this African-American historical 
figure. And I do not wish to belittle the sense of pride young people express 
in Malcolm as an ancestral champion of our rights as African-Americans. 
Young people feel connected to Malcolm in a way I could not have even 
begun to envision experiencing in my own youth, for example, in a sense of 
familiarity with Ida B. Wells. (In fact, when I was a teenager I didn’t even 
know she had existed.) From this position of ambivalence, I express my 
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anxiety in the face of the one-dimensional iconization of Malcolm X because 
the iconization tends to close out possibilities of exploring other implications 
of Malcolm’s legacy that are not heroic, nationalist, and masculinist. 

From the vantage point of an African-American feminist with revolu- 
tionary aspirations toward socialism that refuse to go away, I experience 
myself as, in part, a product of that historical moment informed, in part, by 
Malcolm’s discourse, his oratory, and his organizing. Hearing him speak as 
an undergraduate at Brandeis University before.an audience composed of 
the almost entirely white student population had a profound effect on my 
own political development. No one could have convinced me then that 
Malcolm had not come to Brandeis to give expression to my own inarticu- 
late rage and awaken me to possibilities of militant practice. I therefore feel 
‘repelled by the strong resonances of unquestioned and dehistoricized no- 
tions of male dominance in this contemporary iconization of Malcolm X. 
This is not to imply that Malcolm was not as much a perpetrator of 
masculinist ideas as were others — men and women alike — of his era. What 
disturbs me today is the propensity to cloak Malcolm’s politics with 
insinuations-of intransigent and ahistorical male supremacy that bolster the 
contemporary equation of nationalism and male dominance as representa- 
tive of progressive politics in black popular culture. 

Such slogans associated with Malcolm X as “The Ballot or the Bullet” 
are accorded a significance that overlooks the fact that the rhetorical bran- 
dishing of guns served a very specific purpose with respect to the 1960s 
mass movement for black liberation. Not one to resort to circumvention 
and euphemism, Malcolm certainly meant what he said. Malcolm did not 
oratorically invoke the bullet for the primary purpose of shaping a romantic, 
masculinist image of “the black Man” — which is not to say that this notion 
of “the black Man” was not implied in his words — but rather to emphasize 
the black community’s determined quest for political power. Likewise, 
“Revolution By Any Means Necessary,” another slogan through which 
Malcolm is evoked within a contemporary context, is used by some black 
youth today to exalt abstract masculinist notions of political activism, with 
little or no reference to such indispensable aspects of revolutionary politics 
as strategies and tactics of organizing. In this sense, the slogans become 
anchoring points for surrogate “revolutionism” that denies access to new 
ways of organizing contemporary political movements. 

I am not suggesting that we leave historical figures, phrases, and images 
in their original contextualization. What I am saying is that it becomes 
rather dangerous to project such one-dimensional appropriations on our 
past history and to establish them as standards for contemporary political 
consciousness. This kind of process flattens history to a video image that 
deflects rather than summons more complex -efforts at comprehension. 
With respect to Malcolm X in particular, his pervasive presence in the lives 
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of young black people today has begun to be reduced to the letter he chose 
to replace “Little,” his last name. The “X” was a sign indicating refusal to 
accept names accorded to Africans by the white families (although there 
were a few black ones as well) who asserted ownership of our ancestors as 
slaves. Now it seems, the X etched on baseball caps, jackets and medallions 
strives to represent the essence of Malcolm X, the quintessential X. It is no 
longer necessary to include the “Malcolm” in Malcolm X for the sign is-the 
X and that X is invested with an abstract affirmation of black identity, black 
dignity, black resistance, black rage. I-wonder whether young people feel 
that by wearing the X, they are participating in the experience of something 
that cannot be defined and fixed once and for all: freedom — the freedom of 
African-Americans and thus human freedom. 

A question often posed in connection with the exaltation of Malcolm: 
“Are you black enough?” Can this question be posed in relation to Latinos/ 
Latinas or Native Americans or Asians or Pacific Islanders or European 
Americans or indeed in relation to African-American women who wear the 
X? Another question: “Are you revolutionary enough?” Are you willing to 
fight, to die? Can this question be posed in relation to women who wear 
images of Malcolm? 

Thus, my third set of questions: Does the passive reception of Malcolm 
— adorning one’s body with his images and consuming movable video 
images and voice samples of the hero — fix male ‘supremacy as it appears 
(and perhaps only appears) to challenge white supremacy? Does the 
contextualization of bits — infobytes — of Malcolm’s body, voice, and politi- 
cal wit amid references to women as bitches, groupies, and whores invest 
our historical memory of Malcolm with ‘a kind of vicious putdown of 
women that contradicts a possible turn toward. feminism that some of us 

might associate with his legacy? 

Again, instead of directly addressing the questions, I turn to -Malcolm, 

the man — and more specifically Malcolm the husband and father as 

represented by his wife, Betty Shabazz. In the February 1992 issue of 
Essence, Betty Shabazz reflects on her life with Malcolm, on Her love for him 

and on some of the conflicts in their marriage arising out of the prevailing 

acceptance of patterns of male dominance in heterosexual partnerships and 

marriage. “I shared Malcolm,” she says, “but I don’t know if he could have 

shared me to the same extent. He was possessive from the beginning to the 

end, though I think he learned to control it... . All my stress was over the 

fact that I wanted to work and he wouldn’t even entertain the idea. He 

didn’t want anybody to have any influence over me that would in any way 

compete with his. Each time I left him, that’s why.I left... .”7 Shabazz says 

that she left Malcolm three times — after each of their first three children 

were born. 


Like all of us from that generation, Shabazz has been affected by the 
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changing economic roles of women as well as by the rise and circulation of 
feminist ideas. As she reflects upon her own personal transformation, she 
does not find it difficult to say: 


I think Malcolm probably needed me more than I needed him — to support his 
life’s mission. But I don’t think that what I would look for in a man today 
would be what I looked for in a man then. I was very accepting. I just wanted 
love. I found a sharing and mature man — and I was lucky.’ 


‘I want to engage for a moment in some speculative reflection, pausing on 
the question of whether Malcolm might have sufficiently transformed with 
respect to his personal relations in order to fulfill the contemporary hopes 
of his wife Betty Shabazz. My purpose is to try to begin to liberate his legacy 
from the rigid notions of male dominance that were a part of the ideological 
climate in which Malcolm grew.to personal and political maturity. Consid- 
ering the willingness of Malcolm to re-evaluate his political positions, I 
‘would like to think'that under new ideological circumstances he might have 
also reconfigured his relationship with his family — and that if Betty Shabazz 
were hypothetically to ré-encounter Malcolm during these contemporary 
times, she might find more of what she seeks today in the man than the 
historical Malcolm was capable of providing. 

But again I am indulging in speculations about what a dead man — a man 
who has been dead for almost three decades — might be like today, if he 
were not dead, when I have repeatedly insisted that I do not intend to 
suggest that definitive statements may be made regarding what Malcolm X 
might or might not have been. So, once more I remind myself that I am 
really concerned with the continuing influence of both those who see 
themselves as the political descendants of Malcolm, and our historical 
memory of this manas shaped by social and technological forces that have 
frozen this memory, transforming it into a backward and imprisoning 
memory rather than a forward-looking impetus for creative political think- 
ing and organizing. It is highly ironic that Malcolm’s admonition regarding 
the mental prison in which black people were incarcerated can be evoked 
today with respect to the way his own legacy has been constructed. 

How, then, do we contest the historical memory of Malcolm invoked by 
Clarence Thomas, who did not hesitate to name Malcolm as one of his role 
models and heroes? Is it not possible to argue that Anita Hill, in challenging 
the widespread presumption that male public figures — or any man, for that 
matter ~ can continue to harass women sexually with impunity, has situated 
herself within a complex tradition of resistance? Such a tradition would 
bring together the historical movements for black liberation and for 
women’s liberation, drawing, for example, both on Malcolm’s legacy and 
on the legacy of Ida B. Wells, whose anti-lynching efforts also challenged 
the sexual violence inflicted on black women’s bodies. This tradition can be 
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claimed and further developed not only by African-American:women such 
as Anita Hill and those women among us who like myself identify ‘with 
feminist political positions, but also by our brothers as well as by progres- 
sive women and men of other cultures and ethnicities. 

My interrogation of Malcolm X’s contemporary legacy means to encour- 

age discussion of some of the urgent contemporary political issues ‘that 
some who claim to be Malcolm’s descendants are reluctant to recognize. 
Thus my final set of questions. How do we chaltenge the police violence 
inflicted on untold numbers of black men, such as Rodney King, and at the 
same time organize against the pervasive sexual violence that continues to 
be perpetrated by men who claim to be actual or potential revolutionaries? 
How do we challenge the increasingly inténse assault on women’s repro- 
ductive rights initiated by the Reagan and Bush administrations? How do 
we bring into our political consciousness feminist concerns — the corporate 
destruction of the environment, for example — that have been historically 
constructed as “white people’s issues”? How do we halt the growing 
tendency toward violence perpetrated by African-Americans against 
Asians? How do we reverse established attitudes within the African- 
American community — and especially in popular youth culture, as 
nourished by the iconization of Malcolm X — that encourage homophobia, 
sometimes even to the point of violence, associating such backward 
positions with the exaltation of the black man? How do we criticize 
Magic Johnson’s compulsion to distinguish himself as a heterosexual who 
contracted HIV through heterosexual relations, thereby declaring his own 
innocence, which effectively condemns gay men with HIV? How can we 
speak out against racist hate crimes, while simultaneously breaking the 
silence about anti-gay hate crimes that occur within the black community 
perpetrated by black homophobes against black or Latino/Latina or white 
gay men and lesbians? 

More generally, how do we live and act at this juncture of history — in the 
five hundredth year since Columbus’s invasion of the Americas? What are 
our responsibilities to the indigenous people of this land where we all now 
live? To Leonard Peltier, who remains a political prisoner, and to Assata 
Shakur, who remains in exile? How do we make it forever impossible for 
Sports teams to bear such racist, derogatory names as the Washington 

Redskins” and the Atlanta “Braves”? 

If in 1992 we talk about the necessary means, as in “Revolution By Any 

Means Necessary,” it might make more sense to figure out the means 


necessary to rethink and reshape the contours of our political activism. I 


have a fantasy; I sometimes daydream about masses of black men in front 
of the Supreme Court chanting “End sexual harassment by any means 
necessary; Protect women’s reproductive rights, by any means necessary.” 
And we women are there too, saying “Right on!” 


. l I 
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grocery store in our neighborhood. White people lived across the street 
from my family’s house, but we literally lived on the border separating black 
from white and could not cross the street on which our house was located. 
Because of the mandatory character of the black community in which I 
grew up I came to experience it as somewhat suffocating and desperately 
sought a way out. 

Now finally, on the other side of this feeling evoked in me by the 
offensive nationalist rhetoric of Malcolm X — offensive, both because he 
offended the white people in attendance and because he was ideologically 
on the offensive — I was able to construct a psychological space within which 
I could “feel good about myself.” I could celebrate my body (especially my 
nappy hair, which I always attacked with a hot comb in ritualistic seclu- 
sion), my musical proclivities, and my suppressed speech patterns, among 
other things. But I shared these feelings with no one. It was a secret thing 
— like a collective, fictive playmate. This thing distanced me from the white 
people around me while simultaneously rendering controllable the distance 
I had always felt from them. It also meant that I did not have to defer to the 
mandatoriness of my Negro community back home. As a matter of fact, as 
a result of this experience into which Malcolm’s words launched me, I felt 
a strengthening of the ties with the community of my birth. 

This nationalist appeal of the early Malcolm X, however, did not move 
me to activism — although I had been something of an activist since the age 
of thirteen. I didn’t particularly feel the need to do anything. It ended for me 
where it began in changing the structure of my feeling. Don’t get me wrong. 
I really needed that. I needed it at least as much as I would later need the 
appeal of the image of the leather-jacketed, black-bereted warriors standing 
with guns at the entrance to the California legislature. (I saw that image in 
a German newspaper while studying with Theodor Adorno in Frankfurt.) 
That image, which would eventually become so problematic for me, called 
me home. And it directed me into an organizing frenzy in the streets of 
South Central Los Angeles. 

In a sense, the feeling that Malcolm had conjured in me could finally 
acquire a mode of expression — collective, activist, and, I hoped, transfor- 
mative. Except that once I arrived in Southern California — with contacts I 
had gotten from Stokely Carmichael, whom I met, along with Michael X, 
in London at a “Dialectics of Liberation” conference — my inquiries and 
enthusiasm were interpreted as a desire to infiltrate local Black organiza- 
tions. After all, I had just gotten off the boat from Europe. I had to be CIA 
or something. But, eventually, I did embark upon an exploration of some of 
the nationalisms of the era. I found out, during my initial contacts, that Ron 
Karenga’s group was too misogynist (although I would not have used that 
word then). Another organization I found too middle class and elitist. Yet 
another fell apart because we, women, refused to be pushed to the back of 
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the bus. And even though we may have considered the feminism of-that 
period white, middle class, and utterly irrelevant, we also found compulsory 
male leadership utterly unacceptable. 

Today, I realize that there is no simple or unitary way to look at 
expressions of black nationalism or essentialism in contemporary cultural! 
forms. As my own political consciousness evolved in the sixties, I found 
myself in a politically oppositional stance to what some of us then called 
“narrow nationalism.” As a Marxist, I‘found issues of class and internation- 
alism as necessary to my philosophical orientation as inclusion in a commu- 
nity of historically oppressed people of African descent. But,. at the same 
time, I needed to say “black is beautiful” as much as any of the intransigent 
anti-white nationalists. I needed to explore my: African ancestry, to don 
African garb, and to wear my hair natural as much as the blinder-wearing 
male supremacist cultural nationalists. (And, by the way, I had no idea my 
own “natural” would achieve its somewhat legendary status; I was simply 
emulating other sisters.) 

My relationship to the particular nationalism I embraced was rooted in 
political practice. The vortex of my practice was always the progressive, 
politicized black community — though I frequently questioned my place 
as a black woman in that community, even in the absence of a vocabulary 
with which to pose the relevant questions. Within the Communist Party, 
“black” was my point of reference — which did not prevent me from 
identifying with the multiracial working class and its historical agency. Iam 
not suggesting that the negotiation of that relationship was not fraught with 
many difficulties, but I do know that I probably would not have joined the 
Communist Party at that time if I had not been able to enter the Party 
through an all-black collective in Los Angeles. called ‘the Che-Lumumba 
Club. 

The sisters who were my closest comrades, ‘in. SNCC, in the Black 
Panther Party, in the Communist Party, fought tenaciously — and we 
sometimes fought tenaciously among ourselves — for our right.to fight. And 
we were sometimes assisted in this by sympathetic men in these organiza- 
tions. We may not have been able to talk about gendered racism; “sex- 
uality” may have still meant sexiness; homophobia, as a word, may not 
yet have existed; but our practice, I can say in retrospect, was located on 
a continuum that groped and zigzagged its way toward this moment of 
deliberation on the pitfalls of nationalism and essentialism. I revisit my own 
history here to situate myself, in this current exploration of postnationalism, 
as a revolutionary activist during an era when nationalist and ‘essentialist 
ideas about black people and the black struggle in the United States 
crystallized in such a way as to render them capable of surviving in the 
historical consciousness of people of African descent throughout the 
diaspora, but especially in the collective imagination of large numbers of 
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African-American youth today. Perhaps we might make a similar observa- 
tion about the Garveyism of the 1920s, but, among other things, the 
undeveloped state of — and forced exclusion from — both media technology 
and popular historical consciousness prevented us from later being inspired 
in the same way as by those slogans and images of the late sixties. 

Today, of course, young people are explicitly inspired by what they know 
about Malcolm X and the Black Panther Party. And I find myself in a 
somewhat problematic position because my own image appears now and 
then in visual evocations of this nationalist impulse that fuel the advocacy 
of revolutionary change in contemporary hip-hop culture. These days, 
young people who were not even born when I was arrested often approach 
me with expressions of awe and disbelief. On the one hand, it is inspiring 
to discover a measure of historical awareness that, in our youth, my genera- 
tion often lacked. But it is also unsettling, because I know that almost 
inevitably my image is associated with a certain representation of black 
' nationalism that privileges those particular nationalisms with which some of 
us were locked in constant battle. 

Gontemporary. representations of nationalism in African-American and 
diasporic popular culture are far too frequently reifications of a very com- 
plex and contradictory project that had emancipatory moments leading 
beyond itself. For example, my own first major activist effort as a budding 
“nationalist” was the construction of an alliance with Chicano students and 
progressive white students in San Diego for the purpose of demanding the 
creation of a college we called Lumumba-Zapata. It is the only college in 
the University of California, San Diego system, that is identified today by 
its number — Third College — rather than by a name. 

A further example: Look at the issue of the Black Panther Party newspa- 
per in the spring of 1970 in which Huey Newton wrote an article urging an 
end to verbal gay bashing, urging an examination of black male sexuality, 
and calling for an alliance with the developing gay liberation movement. 
This article was written in the aftermath of Jean Genet’s sojourn with the 
Black Panther Party, and Genet’s Un Captif Amoureux reveals suppressed 
moments of the history of sixties nationalism. ! 

Such moments as these have been all but eradicated in popular represen- 
tations today of the black movement of the late sixties and early seventies. 
And I resent that the legacy I consider my own — one I also helped to 
construct — has been rendered invisible. Young people with “nationalist” 
proclivities ought, at least, to have the opportunity to choose which tradi- 
tion of nationalism they will embrace. How will they position themselves en 
masse in defense of women’s rights and in defense of gay rights if they are 
not aware of the historical precedents for such positionings? 

With respect to the exclusion of such progressive moments in the sixties’ 
history of black nationalism, the mass media is not the sole culprit. We also 
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have to look at the institutions that package this history before it is dissemi- 
nated -by the media — including some of the academic sites occupied by 
obsolete and inveterate nationalists. Furthermore, we need to look at who 
packages the practice. The only existing mass black organization that can 
Claim the so-called authority of having been there during the formative 
period of contemporary black nationalism, and therefore, óf carrying forth 
Malcolm X’s legacy, is the Nation of Islam. Who is working with gang 
members in South Central Los Angeles today? Who is trying, on an 
ongoing basis, to end the violence and to bring warring gangs together in 
dialogue? Why is the rap artist Paris, who calls himself the Black Panther of 
Rap, a member of the Nation of Islam? Why is Ice Cube studying with the 
Nation? Impulses toward collective political practice are being absorbed, in 
this instance, by a movement that accords nationalism the status of a 
religion. 

As enthusiastic as we might be about the capacity of hip-hop culture to 
encourage oppositional consciousness among today’s young people, it 
sometimes advocates a nationalism with such strong misogynist overtones 
that it militates against the very revolutionary practice it appears to pro- 
mote. Where is the door — or even the window — opening onto a conception 
of political practice? 

Where cultural representations do not reach out beyond themselves, 
there is the danger that they will function as surrogates for activism, that 
they will constitute both the beginning and end of political practice. I 
always go back to Marx’s eleventh Feuerbach. This is because, as Cornel 
would Say, it brings me joy: “Philosophers have interpreted the world in 
various ways. The point, however, is to change it.” 


NOTE 


1 Jean Genet, Un Captif Amoureux (Paris: Gallimard, 1986); translated as Prisoner 
of Love (London: Pan Books, 1989), 
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| Coalition Building 
| | Among People of Color: 
| A Discussion with 


f | Angela Y. Davis and 
in Elizabeth Martinez 


Elizabeth “Betita” Martinez, author and longtime activist, writes on Latino 
issues and works with the Women of Color Resource Center in Berkeley, as 
well as with youth groups. On May 12, 1993, Ms Davis and Ms Martinez 
spoke at the University of California, San Diego, on “Building Coalitions of 


w 


f f Peòple of Color” with students, staff, and community members. Edited 
| d 


comments from the transcript and questions from audience members dre 
ptesénted here. 


How can different people of color come together to build a coalition when their 
communities have different needs? 


| | | Martinez: First of all, we have to reject any hierarchy of needs of different 
Noy communities. The whole idea of making a hierarchy of demands is sure 
lime death from the beginning. I don’t mean that some communities or some 
BE =. groups on a campus or in any other community will not want to emphasize 
| } certain needs. That’s inevitable and there’s nothing wrong with it. But we 
cannot be trapped in arguing about “My need is greater than yours,” or “A 
SEE women’s center is more important than a Latino cultural center,” or 
IE = whatever. We have to fight together because there is a common enemy. 
| | | Especially if you are up against an administration being divisive, I think 
| everybody has to come together and form an alliance or a set of goals 
| 
I 


This interview originally appeared in “Enunciating Our Terms: Women of Color in Col- 
laboration and Conflict,” Iuscriptions 7, published by the Center for Cultural Studies, Univer- 
sity of California, Santa Cruz in 1994. Copyright © 1994 by Angela Y. Davis. Reprinted by 
permission. 
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together. There are various forms of working together. A coalition is one, a 
network is another, an alliance is yet another. And they are not the same; 
some of them are short-term, and some are long-term. A network is not the 
same as a coalition. A network is a more permanent, ongoing thing. I think 
you have to look at what the demands are, and ask: What kind of coming 
together do we need to win these demands? And if you know the adminis- 
tration will pick your groups off one by one, then the largest umbrella you 
can possibly get is probably the best one. Some of the answers to your 
question are tactical and depend upon the circumstances. But the general 
idea is no competition of hierarchies should prevail. No “Oppression 


Olympics”! 


Davis: As Betita has pointed out, we need to be more flexible in our 
thinking about various ways of working together across differences. Some 
formations may be more permanent and.some may be short-term. How- 
ever, we often assume that the disbanding of a coalition or alliance marks 
a moment of failure, which we would rather forget. As a consequence, we 
often fail to incorporate a sense of the accomplishments, as well as of the 
weaknesses, of that formation into our collective and organizational mem- 
ories. Without this memory, we are often condemned to start from scratch 
each time we set out to build new coalitional forms. 

This is not the first period during which we have confronted the difficult 
problem of using difference as a way of bringing people together, rather 
than as incontrovertible evidence of separation. There are more options 
than sameness, opposition, or hierarchical relations. One of the basic chal- 
lenges confronting women of color today, as Audre Lorde has pointed out, 
is to think about and act upon notions of equality across difference. There 
are so many ways in which we can conceptualize coalitions, alliances, and 
networks that we would be doing ourselves a disservice to argue that there 
is only one way to construct relations across racial and ethnic boundaries. 
We cannot assume that if it does not unfold in one particular way, then it 
is not an authentic coalition. 


There do seem to be a lot of problems with that idea of coming together across 
differences. For example, some people want to spend more time just on African- 
American issues, which might not be the priority of a multicultural coalition. 


Davis: Some people may want to do work specifically around African- 
American issues. But this approach does not have to exclude working 
across and beyond racial boundaries as, for example, the National Black 
Women’s Health Project focuses on black women’s health issues and, at the 
same time, is involved in the Women of Color Coalition for Reproductive 
Rights. At the same time, this idea of “spending more time with one’s own 
group” needs to be interrogated. How would you define “one’s own 
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group”? For African-Americans, would that include every person who 
meets the requirements of physical appearance or every person who identi- 
fies. as African-American, regardless of their-phenotype? Would it include 
Republican African-Americans who are opposed to affirmative action? 

I think we need to be more reflective, more critical and more ‘explicit 
about our concepts ef community. There is often as much heterogeneity 
within a black community, or mere heterogeneity, than in cross-racial 
communities. An African-American woman might find it much easier to 
work together with a Chicana than with another black woman whose 
politics of race, class, gender, and sexuality would place her in an entirely 
different community. What-is problematic is the degree to which national- 
ism has become a paradigm for our community-building processes. We 
need to move away from such arguments as “Well, she’s not really black.” 
“She comes from such-and-such a place.” “Her hair is . . .” “She doesn’t 
listen to ‘our’ music,” and so forth. What counts as black is not so impor- 
tant as our political commitment to engage in anti-racist, anti-sexist, and 
anti-homophobic work. 


Martinez: There is also a tendency to say “That’s a Latino issue,” or 
“That’s an African-American issue,” or whatever, and to see those issues as 
separate. Or there are people concerned with gender issues, people con- 
cerned with gay and lesbian rights, etc. As if those matters all separate, as 
if there’s no connection. Cornel West, the African-American philosopher 
and writer, spoke recently in San Francisco, talking about the importance 
of linkages. For example, he said gay and lesbian rights arean issue in the 
African-American community. They aren’t separate; outside of the com- 
munity. Just because the issue is not welfare, or racism, or gangs, that 
doesn’t mean it’s not a black community issue. I think that’s a very useful 
and important way to look at things. I know a lot of Latinos wouldn’t agree 
that gay and lesbian rights are a Latino issue. But we need to work for this 
understanding and make it clear that the issue is not a problem for a bunch 
of people outside the Latino community who happen to be gay or lesbian. 
It’s inside our community. Taking that kind of position is the only way that 
in fact makes sense. 


Did you ever have any tensions with other people who ask, “Well, are you a 
person of color first and a woman next? Or are you with women’s issues first and 
people of color come second to that?” Did you have any trouble saying, “Well, I’m 
a person of color and a woman at the same time . . .”? 


Davis: Last fall at UC Santa Cruz, we established a Women ‘of Color 
Research Cluster within which faculty, graduate students, and staff discuss 
their individual work, engage in collaborative projects, sponsor talks by 
women of color scholars and activists. We are presently working on a 
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journal, edited by Maria Ochoa and Teresia Teaiwa. Another member of 
the cluster, Margaret Daniel, organizes an annual Women of Color Film 
and Video Festival on campus. The term “women of color” is often used in 
a nominalistic way, without substantive meaning. However, within this 
research cluster, women of color can really wrestle with the hard questions 
about working together, building collaborative forms, exploring cross- 
racial/cultural/ethnic relations among women, whether they be conflictual 
and antagonistic or collaborative and coalitional. As Chela Sandoval has 
argued, this is an era during which “women of color” are being constructed 
as a new social/political subject. 

In thinking about women of color as a political subject, it may be helpful 
for those of us who are African American to recall that the “black” subject 
is a subject that was historically created. I grew up thinking of myself as a 
“Negro,” largely unable to articulate the extent to which social inferiority 
was constructed as an essential dimension of the “Negro.” It is important 
to recognize the various forms of agency with which identities can be and 
are constructed, in order not to get stuck in them, in order not to assume 
that racialized identities have always been there. A “black” subject was 
created. We can also create a “women of color” subject. ‘That is what much 
of this forum is about: How can we construct political projects that rethink 
identities in dynamic ways and lead to transformative strategies and radical 
social change? 


Martinez: There is a tremendous tendency in this culture to establish rigid 
categories, and not to have any kind of a dialectical understanding of the 
society or its forces; this tendency makes us incapable of seeing that some- 
thing both is and isn’t at the same time. There’s pressure to say you’re a 
woman or you’re a person of color. It’s a dead-end discussion, and one to 
be resisted. There’s no way to separate what you experience as a person in 
the Raza community from what you experience as’ a result of being a 
woman. You might concentrate on certain issues and give them more 
attention than others at a given moment. But separation as self-definition? 


No. Don’t box me in. 


Do you think it’s necessary to have ideological unity to build a coalition? And if 
we do not use ideology as a basis to build coalitions, what is the basis that we use? 


Davis: First of all, people who subscribe to similar ideologies can and do 
come together. Historically, the particular formations within which they 
work have been called political parties. Until a few years ago, I was a 
member of the Communist Party, for example. However, ideological affin- 
ity is not essential to coalition work, and that is what we presently are 
concerned with. For twenty years I was co-chairperson of the National 
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Alliance Against Racist and Political Repression (I am presently Chair 
Emeritus). Our work initially was framed by a project to free political 
prisoners. This work raises questions: How do you develop campaigns to 
free political prisoners? Does one have to identify, for example, with the 
philosophical nationalism of a black nationalist political prisoner in order to 
join the effort to free her? Or can one articulate a position of opposition to 
political repression, while disagreeing with the-prisoner’s particular politics? 
Take the movement that developed around my case. My Communist 
Politics did not deter the vast numbers of people and the over 250-separate 
committees, in this country and abroad, many of whom may have abso- 
lutely disagreed with my politics, from becoming active in the “Free Angela 
Davis” Campaign. There are many ways of configuring networks, alliances 
and coalitions, departing from people’s commitment to social hanee. 
Again, I want to emphasize the importance of historical memory. in our 
contemporary efforts to work together across differences. I raise the impor- 
tance of historical memory not for the purpose of presenting immutable 
paradigms for coalition-building, but rather in order to understand histori- 


cal trajectories and precisely to move beyond older conceptions of cross- 
racial organizing. 


It would seem to me that once you establish the issue that a group or a coalition 
3 going to work on, that would be the ideology. Maybe I’m confusing “issue” and 
ideology,” and if I am, what’s the distinction between the two? 


Martinez: One handy distinction is to think of coalitions being built 
around issues, and ideology being a worldview. An ideology is a set of ideas 
that explains what makes society tick and what its values are. You don’t 
have to agree on that with other people in order to fight -for health care 
housing, affirmative action, or whatever. You do have to agree witk 
somebody’s ideology, I think, if you’re going to join certain kinds of 
organizations that demand ideological unity, from the Boy Scouts to the 
Communist Party. But coalitions, networks, and alliances should never 


make the mistake of demanding ideological unity. They can expect unity 
around an issue. 


Davis: Let me offer a rather simple example. Suppose I am a revolution- 
ary who announces the ultimate intention of overturning the system of 
capitalism. I am therefore interested in establishing a socialized health-care 
system. It would be absurd to argue — although, during the course of my 
career as an activist, I have heard this many times — that first we have to 
overthrow the government, then we can consider reconfiguring the health- 
care system. Consequéntly, I pursue a political relationship with women 
who are effective church organizers, who might be utterly unwilling to talk 
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about revolutionary change. We can decide to put forth ideas about health 
care that are much stronger than Clinton’s, and decide about principles 
around which we will organize a mass campaign. At the same time, we may 
be very different ideologically. 

We often expect individuals to be theoretically informed activists from 
the outset, in possession of a full-blown political consciousness, as well as 
having the capacity to organize for social change. As a matter of fact, most 
people get involved as a result of being hailed by a visible political move- 
ment. Drawing from my own personal history, I felt summoned by the 
students’ entrance into the Civil Rights Movement. Although I felt that I 
was missing out on a powerful movement, because I had left the South and 
was in high school in New York at the time, I discovered a way to feel 
connected with Civil Rights activism. 

At age fifteen, I participated in a youth project of picketing the 
Woolworth’s near the 42nd Street library every Saturday morning. I was 
therefore also summoned by those who organized this particular way of 
expressing solidarity with the Southern movement. If there had been no 
movements to hail me, I have no idea what I would have done or would be 
doing today. If you are one of those organizers capable of pioneering 
initiatives, and we need such organizers in women of color movements 
today, and you want to activate youth, make sure you combine the political 
content with forms and styles of presentation that can dramatically hail 


young women and men. 


How can the successful coalition of gay and lesbian communities be extended to a 
broader coalition of the entire human race, where all of us can be included in one 
broad coalition, fighting for the day when none of us will be recognized as African- 
American, or as Anglo-American, or as Spanish-American, but as a human 
being, and as one race, one person, one body? 


Davis: Your moves are a little too fast for me. I am not sure that I would 
want to end up at a place where everybody is the same. I do not take a 
common future to mean a homogeneous future. While I absolutely agree 
with the importance you place on challenging compulsory heterosexuality, 
homophobia, hate crimes against lesbians, gay men and bisexuals, I don’t 
know whether we can assume that multiracial coalitions have already been 
successfully constructed within gay communities. Racism is still a factor 
both within the gay movement and in the way the gay movement is publicly 
perceived. The ideological question of gay and white is still very much a 
problem. This is not, however, to underestimate the significant anti-racist 
work in predominantly white gay circles, nor is it to ignore the important 
work on multiple fronts by gay women and men of color. 

In building alliances and coalitions, we have to consider carefully how to 
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articulate issues so as to encourage racial boundary crossing. I personal 
am concerned about the way this question of lifting the ban on gays ay 
lesbians in the military seemingly has moved to the top of the olitical 
agenda in a relatively uncomplicated articulation. Homophobia dn th 
military should’ be opposed, unquestionably. The ban should be lifted, 
But to base this demand on formalistic arguments equating the poldicrs 
abilities of gays and lesbians with those of straight people i : 
problematic. acca 
In this context, the question would be: How is it possible to vigorous! 
oppose the ban on gays and lesbians in the military, and at the same sien 
to principly oppose the military? This. is especially important within the 
context: of coalitions involving African-Americans, since for young black 
men, the military, with its authoritarian structure and imperialistic projects 
has become one of the only escape routes from joblessness, dru 5 
and prison. In the course of organizing against homookobi in ie 


military, it should also be possi i j 
Pe possible to raise demands for jobs, education, 


Martinez: l The question asked just now also concerns the idea of seeing all 
human beings in one broad coalition. People ask: “Why can’t we ie 
each omer as human beings? Why do we have to emphasize these differ- 
ae or “Why do we need feminism? Why can’t we just have ura 
Doesn’t talking about racism and the different races just perpetuate the 
problem?” This negates the structures of power that. determine A 
relationships in this society in a way that is deadening for a great number of 
people, mostly, but by no means exclusively, people-of color. You can’rj 

say “lers all get along” until -we get rid of those structutes, üi 


(Please comment on the fact that) UC Berkeley is planning to cut first year 


Spanish, and that move may have a domi ; 
oiher UG tammia, y a domino effect (for Spanish programs on 


Martinez: I think students should be mobilizing against this move; both 


students who k j 
Sand speak Spanish and those who really should learn to speak 


rine Perhaps we might develop a campaign to expand the general 
e ucation requirements so that some knowledge of Spanish would be 
required of every student attending any campus of the UC system. As we 


approach the millennium, we need to demvsti : ' 
is monolingual. i ystify the notion that this country 


Martinez: Were also probably going to have to think in terms of lan- 
guages other than Spanish as the second language in a number of 
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communities, according to the population there. This is something we 
really need to be working on. 


Angela Davis, I’d like to know your definition of a feminist. 


Davis: I don’t think I would propose a single definition of the term 
“feminist.” It is one of those categories/commitments that can havea range 
of definitions and I don’t think that it is helpful to insist on prescriptions for 
feminism. But I do think we can agree that feminism in its many versions 
acknowledges the social impact of gender and involves opposition to mi- 
sogyny. In my opinion, the most effective versions of feminism acknowl- 
edge the various ways gender, class, race, and sexual orientation inform 
each other. 

Some women, especially women of color, see feminism as anchored to a 
particular historical experience of white middle-class women and they 
consequently are reluctant to use “feminist” as a self-referential term. 
Among these women, some have opted, along with Alice Walker, to call 
themselves “womanists.” That’s fine. This does not mean they are unwill- 
ing to work with “feminists.” 

Coalitional efforts among women of color should not require the self- 
reference of womanism any more than they should require the self- 
reference of feminism. And it should.not be a question of who is “more 
feminist,” because of sexual orientation, location in the academy or the 
factory, and so forth. We should seek a point of junction constructed by the 
political projects we choose to embrace. Even though feminism may mean 
different things for different women (and men), this should not prevent us 
from creating movements that will put us in motion together, across all our 
various differences. 

Personally, it was only after many years of political involvement that I 
decided to embrace the term feminism. I now feel very comfortable calling 
myself a feminist. But the way I am a feminist tomorrow may be different 
from the way I am a feminist today. My own conception of myself as a 
feminist constantly evolves as I learn more about the issues that women’s 
movements need to address. It is more productive, I think, not to adhere to 
rigid categories, to the idea that there is something called “African- 
American woman-ness,” some essence we can discover. A vast range of 
identities can be encompassed by “African-American woman.” What is 
important, I think, is to fight on and not about political terms, such as: 
agendas for jobs, student funding, health care, childcare, housing, 
reproductive rights, etc. Ways of feeling are very important, but we 
have to focus on substantive, radical institutional transformation as 
well. Empowerment will remain powerless if we do not change power 
relations. 
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This is a question for both of you. As student leaders here on the campus, a lot of 
times it’s hard to motivate students, and as’ student leaders, of course, sooner or 
later we are going to graduate. Do you have any suggestions as to how to motivate 
students to become involved in our internal organization, so that we as students of 
color as well as student leaders can-all unite and then-maybe go off and form other 
coalitions? Because internally, if our business isn’t really taken care of, how can 
we be effective in moving on to deal with other issues of multiculturalism? 


Davis: There is a way in which the movements of the sixties and early 
seventies are set up as models of activism for young people today. Incred- 
ibly dramatic movements from that era remain etched in our national 
memory, whether we experienced them or not: the student movement, the 
Black Power Movement, movements of Chicanos, Native Americans, Asian 
Americans. Many young people are led to romanticize the participants and 
the strategies and styles of those movements. You don’t necessarily con- 
sider how hard it was to organize. You don’t necessarily realize that we had 
to grapple with many of the same questions that confront you in far more 
complicated forms today. 

We often leapt into action even when we had no idea whether our 
strategies would work. I think you need to give yourselves permission to 
think and act in different ways, to take risks as you try to encourage political 
action, even when you may not be sure of the outcome. I can tell you many 
success stories from the sixties and seventies, but I can also tell you as many 
stories that did not end so triumphantly. 

When I first came to UC San Diego, I had been studying in Europe. I 
returned in order to continue my studies with Herbert Marcuse, but within 
a context that would also allow me to participate in the black movement of 
that era. However, on this campus, it was weeks before I even saw another 
black person. Finally, two African-American undergraduates, a Caribbean 
professor, and I made plans to comb the campus in order to identify the 
black students who would be potential members of a Black Student Alli- 
ance. Since there were so few students, we reconceptualized the alliance to 
include staff and workers. It required a great deal of work to find the people, 
and then to convince them to participate in our joint effort. Soon it became 
clear that we could increase our chances of success if we entered into a 
coalition with the Chicanos on campus, who were attultaneously, organiz- 
ing a Mexican American Youth Association. 

This was a period in which nationalist forms of organizing had become 
extremely popular, but we decided that as separate organizations, we would 
be relatively ineffective. But as a coalition, which eventually invited a white 
radical student group to join, we could effectively mount a campaign 
for control over the Third College, which we named Lumumba-Zapata 
College. 
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Martinez: I want to emphasize the point about risk. There’s not a climate 
of taking risks today. There are reasons for that, such as the twelve years of 
Reagan—Bush, with all the “me first-ism” and cynicism they bred. That’s 
part of what you’re up against when you talk about how to motivate 
students today. The seven African-American students who sat down at that 
Woolworth’s lunch counter at the first sit-in, April 1, 1960, had no idea 
they were going to start a huge movement, a nationwide movement. No 
idea. They just did it. They got ketchup thrown on them and were beaten, 
arrested. But they took a chance. There has to be some of that spirit today: 
let’s experiment, we don’t have to have all the answers, we certainly don’t 
have to have the ideology down, you know, the whole package. But let’s see 
some things that are wrong and try to change them, and take risks. 


22 


Reflections on Race, Class, 
and Gender in the USA 


LisaLowe: Please begin by considering the social, political, and economic 
shifts that have taken place in the United States during the period of the 
1960s to the 1990s. I would like to invite you to characterize what, in your 
opinion, has shifted and what has not. In other words, we no longer have 
the FBI and police assaults on Black Panther chapters all over the country; 
but we do have Mumia Abu-Jamal on death row in Pennsylvania. We no 
longer have Jim Crow segregation, but we have another kind of segregation: 
we have a Supreme Court ruling that it is unconstitutional to have racial 
preferences for ‘affirmative action. I wonder if you could put this current 
moment in the 1990s into a dialectical relation with the 1960s. 

Angela Davis: There are many ways to talk about the relationship 
between the ’60s and the ’90s. The social movements of the ’60s — the civil 
rights movement, various movements of Native Americans, Chicanos/ 
Latinos, Asian Americans, the women’s movement, the student movement 
— did bring about significant, if not radical, transformations. Much of what 
we can Call progressive change, particularly in the area of race, can be 
attributed to struggles waged by those movements. At the same time, a new 
terrain-was established, which at times appears to contradict the meaning of 
the movements of the ’60s. Did we work so hard in order to guarantee 
entrance of a conservative black man, who opposes affirmative action and 
women’s reproductive rights, into the Supreme Court? Rather than simply 
despair that things are taking a reactionary turn, I think it is important to 
acknowledge the extent to which the black movement allowed for the 
emergence of a much more powerful black middle class and the breakup of 
an apparent political consensus. There are similar middle-class formations 
among other racial ethnic groups. So the question today is not so much how 
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to reverse these developments to re-find ourselves, based on a kind of 
nostalgic longing for what used to be, but rather, to think about the extent 
to which movements for racial and gender equality can no longer be simply 
based on questions of desegregation. A different kind of “political,” a 
different kind of politics, really, has to inform this movement. I don’t know. 
Does that make any sense? 

LL: It makes a great deal of sense. When Stuart Hall talks about the 
convergence of the different contradictions of race, class, and gender, he 
suggests that the material conditions of a given historical moment make a 
certain contradiction rise to the surface. Could you speak about the condi- 
tions of our current moment in relation to these contradictions, addressing 
the ways that capitalism utilizes racism and sexism? Has the conjunction of 
race, class, and gender shifted in our contemporary period? 

AD: Well, one of the strongest factors that has brought about the 
current set of transformations is deindustrialization. And the increased 
mobility of capital. And what I would say initially is that the collapse of an 
international socialist community — for good reasons, one can point out — 
which has led to the assumption that capitalism is the only future alternative 
makes it increasingly difficult to draw connections between the deteriorat- 
ing conditions in communities of color and the restructuring of global 
capitalism, for example, the focus on crime as the most serious social 
problem, and the rise of the punishment industry. Another example isthe 
related criminalization of single mothers of color through the ideological. 
representation s r en” as the reproducer-of.poyerty. So, the 
connection between the globalization of capital and these developments — 
which began with the Reagan—Bush administration, but have reached their 
peak recently — aren’t generally made. 

LL: Are you saying that because of global restructuring, the proletari- 
anization of women of color in the United States is simultaneous with the 
exploitation of women in the so-called third world? In other words, that 
both exploitations are specific to the global restructuring of capitalism? 

AD: Absolutely. But at the same time, what I’m trying to get at is the 
way in which these developments are actually represented within social 
movements, for example, within the black community, the increased focus 
on young bla ich is important, but d ime. 
Important because of the fact that black youth, young black men, certainly 
are very much at risk since a quarter of them are under the direct jurisdic- 
tion of the criminal justice system, either in prison, on parole, or on 


probation. But at the same time, the demonization and crim inalization of 
young bl i lected. What is also ne 3 
fact that the rate of increase in the incarcerated population of women is 


abou he.rate.ofincrease in the rate of incarceration of men. 


Consider the ferent movement spearheaded by Reverend Ben Chavis 
and Minister Farrakhan of the Nation of Islam, which calls upon black 
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men to reassert their primacy within black families and ‘communities. A 
Washi j “amilli zin lof 

is_predicated_on_the fact that women will stay_at home in support of 
“their men.” Certainly, in this period of increased mobility of capital, there 
is a gendered assault on young black men — jobs that used to be available 
have migrated to other parts of the world. However; to assume that saving 
black communities is equivalent to saving black men harks back ‘to a 
dangerous, unreflected masculini i informed black move- 
ments earlier on. There are productive ways in which a gender analysis can 


' specifically identify ways in which men are disproportionately affected by 


deindustrialization. Moreover, during this period, if black men choose to 
organize as men, questions such as male support of women’s reproductive 
rights and of lesbians’ right to adopt and male opposition to violence 
against women should be emphasized. Rather than male primacy in families 
and communities, gender equality in private as well as public spheres needs 
to be foregrounded. 

LL: From your vantage point now, when you think about the breakup 
and the transformations of black liberation struggles in the ’60s, what is 
your understanding of the relationship between the external assault from 
the FBI, the police, and the state and the internal difference and conflict 
about priorities, about methods? 

AD: In a sense, the external assaults worked hand in hand with the 
internal contradictions. We know that J. Edgar Hoover identified the Black 
Panther Party as the greatest threat to the internal security of the country, 
and that the FBI orchestrated assaults from one end of the. country to the 
other, in collaboration with local police departments. This has been docu- 
mented. What has not been taken as seriously is the internal struggles 
within radical black and Latino organizations. It was the inability to address 
questions of gender and sexuality that also led inevitably to the demise of 
many organizations. Many elder activists, as well as people who had not yet 
been born during the era, mourn the passing of the Black Panther Party, 
and nostalgically look back to that period as one in which questions of who 
and what constituted the enemy were crystal clear. The recent film by 
Melvyn Van Peebles represents the Black Panther Party in that kind of 
nostalgic and romantic way. If you look at Elaine Brown’s book, which has 
been abundantly criticized — for good reasons, in part — she does reveal the 
extent to which the BPP and many of its fraternal organizations were very 


much informed by masculinist notions of what it meant to engage in 


struggle. These notions of struggle depended on. the subordination of 


women, both: ideologically_and_in practice. The women were responsible 
for a vastly di i k in as 
one_fo E l 2] This kind of critique has to 


continue. A number of recent Ph.D. dissertations look at women’s roles in 
organizations like the Young Lords, the Black Panther Party, the Brown 
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Berets, and the American Indian Movement. Tracy Matthews, who was in 
the history department at the University of Michigan, has written her 
dissertation on women in the Black Panther Party. Hopefully there will be 
a nice collection of books coming out in the next few years, which will begin 
to demystify the images of radical organizations of people of color in the late 
°60s and early ’70s, for the sake of young people who desire to do activist 
work in the contemporary period. 

LL: Can J ask a little more about a different kind of contradiction? In 
Racial Formation in the United States, Michael Omi and Howard Winant 
argue that during the period of civil rights struggles, civil rights legislation 
was in a way the state’s attempt to appropriate.and co-opt certain parts of 
the broader, wider variety of social movements pressuring for more change 
on race.’ Would you agree with this analysis? 

AD: During the civil rights era, the primary struggles were for legal 
transformation. It was important at the time to break down the legal 
barriers, to change the laws, to challenge the juridical status of people of 
color. Parenthetically, one of the real weaknesses of-the civil rights move- 
ment was its paradigmatic black-white focus on race. But Omi and Winant 
point out correctly that social movements addressed issues that went be- 
yond the legal construction of race. Beyond voting rights and desegrega- 
tion, issues of education, health care, police’ repression, issues of jobs, etc. 
were raised. Organizations like SNCC [Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee] that were rooted in voter registration and desegregation 
struggles initially focused on those issues, but then went on to. address 
questions that emerged from the urban northern black communities as well. 

LL: They don’t argue, of course, that there was total co-optation. But 
rather that civil rights legislation was the response of the state to activist 
social movements, some of which could have called for much more radical 
change. 

AD: Absolutely. l 

LL: In a way, it goes along with what you were pointing out earlier, 
that Clarence Thomas is where he is because of affirmative action and the 

contradictions of liberalism. Yet, despite such contradictions, we must still 
insist on the concept of rights, and humanity, and fight to keep in place the 
legislation that is now under attack. l 

AD: Yes, but the assumption that the state is the primary guardian of 
the victories that were won by the Civil Rights Movement has led to a great 
deal of chaos, and an inability to conceptualize where social movements can 
go from here. At the same time, many of the leaders of the Civil Rights 
Movement now occupy putative positions of power within the state struc- 
ture. Look, for example, at Ron Dellums, who was initially associated with 
the Black Panther Party in Oakland, California. As a matter of fact, he was 
elected to Congress on the basis of his militant and radical positions. For 
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the past twenty-five years, he’s had to negotiate very different kinds of 
positions. His work within Congress has been very important. But the 
constituencies which were activist constituencies became electoral constitu- 
encies. With the election of Clinton, which ended the Republican Reagan- 
Bush era, there was the assumption -that now, yes, the state will fulfill the 
goal that was set for it during the transformative period of the civil rights 
struggle: And that, as a matter.of fact, the reliance on the new administra- 
tion led to the absorption of oppositional organizations — and sometimes 
almost entire movements — into state structures. 

LL: With the priority, would you say, on enfranchisement and assimi- 

lation into the state, as opposed to working for a larger transformation? 

AD: That is true; and. it is a rather complicated process. In many 
instances people truly believe that they will be able to bring about radical 
transformations from and within new positions of state power. The work 
that I am doing on prisons is a case in point. Many people whose connec- 
tion with prison issues comes from their earlier involvement in oppositional 
struggles — who were involved in and in some instances were initiators of the 
prisoner rights movement — are now working within correctional bureaucra- 
cies. Here in San Francisco, the current sheriff and assistant sheriff have a 
long history of involvement in progressive movements. The assistant sheriff 
spent many years in prison during the ’60s and early ’70s and was associ- 
ated with Georgé Jackson and the internal prisoner movement. He was one 
of the founders of the. California Prisoners Union. Nowhe inhabits the very 
positions which were once occupied by his adversaries. Under his leader- 
ship people have been hired to work within the ‘jail structures who are 
former prisoners (such as myself. and Johnny Spain, once of the San 
Quentin Six) and who were once visible as militant activists (such as Harry 
Edwards, who organized the protests at’ the 1968 Mexico City Olympics). 
The assumption, of course, is that these-individuals will press ‘for transfor- 
mation. However, under such conditions transformation is conceptualized 
very differently. The formulation of radical prison work as leading toward 
the reduction of prison populati iti jai d-prisons _ 
as the. primary means of addressing social problems such as crime, unem- 
ployment, under-education, etc. recedes and is replaced with the goal 
of creating better, more progressive jails and prisons. I am not suggesting 
that we should not use whatever political arenas are available to us. 
However, once one becomes integrated into state structures, it becomes 
increasingly difficult to think about ways of developing radical oppositional 
practices. 

LL: You have always been a voice for feminist concerns within black 
liberation struggles, yet it has been difficult for Marxist antiracist work to 
find a “home” in feminism as it has existed in the US women’s movement. 
In Women, Race, and Class, but also in your lectures “Facing Our Common 
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Foe” and “We Do Not Consent,” you argue that racism and classism affect 
the construction of political agendas even and especially in the white 
women’s movement regarding race and reproductive rights.” I wonder if 
you could discuss the struggles within US feminism in the last decade. You 
argue eloquently that historically rape has been defined as rape of the white 
woman’s body, who is the property of elite white men, which obscures the 
possibility of thinking of black women’s bodies as victims of rape, or victims 
of assault, and subordinates the issue of black women’s health. Has the 
antiracist critique successfully changed white feminism? 

AD: From one vantage point, those critiques have been very success- 
ful. Which isn’t to say that hegemonic white feminism, in the sense in which 
Chela Sandoval uses the term, has really substantively changed. But it is no 


longer possible to ignore issues of race. Even those who only pay lip service 


to race analysis understand this. Twenty-five years ago, dominant feminism 
began to evolve as if women of color did not exist. As a result, vast numbers 
of women of color who were interested in women’s issues did not associate 
themselves with early feminist approaches. Toni Morrison, who is very 
much associated with black feminists today, wrote an article in the early 
1970s in the New’ York Timés Magazine in which she argued that feminism 
belonged to white women and had no relevance for black women. The most 
interesting developments in feminism, I think, over the past couple of 
decades have occurred within the theories and practices of women of color. 
US feminism would not be what it is today, US feminisms would not be 


_ what they are today, if it hadn’t been for the interventions by women of 


color. So I think that’s a very positive sign. At the same time, within 
communities of color, feminism has become a much more powerful force 
and has had an impact on all kinds of issues, on the way issues are 
constructed, the way campaigns are developed. The critique has to corn- 
tinue, though; I’m not suggesting that the work has been done. It’s a lot 
more complicated today. Women of.color who refer to themselves as 
feminists still find that it is not easy to identify as a feminist. For one, 
feminism is often considered obsolete. There are a number of new works 
that have been published by young feminists, both feminists of color and 
white feminists, that, in order to dissociate themselves from traditional, 
feminism, tend to revert to prefeminist ideas. 

LL: I would like to ask you to situate yourself in women of color 
discourse. Many people would locate women of color critique in the 
antiracist critique of white feminism: Cherrie Moraga, Gloria Anzaldua, or 
Audre Lorde would be key figures in this nexus. Or alternatively, others 
would locate it in the black feminist critique of male-dominated cultural 
nationalism. But I understand the genealogy of your work and practice as 
articulating a feminist antiracist critique within the Marxist critique of 
capitalism. Yours is a most important synthesis that really advances women 
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of color critique. Please share your thoughts about women of color as a 
political project and as a research project. 

AD: Well, I don’t know if we can talk about women.of color politics in 
a monolithic way. - 

LL: It’s perhaps even difficult to understand it as a social movement. 
In a way it’s a critique that has various locations. 

AD: There’ve been really interesting developments over the past 
fifteen years or so, since most:people date the development of women of 
color as a new political subject from 1981, when This Bridge Called My Back 
was published.” Women of color conceptualized as a political project, to 
borrow Chandra-Mohanty’s notion, is extremely important. You might also 
use Omi and Winant’s notion and argue that it is possible to think-about 
women of color as a different kind of racial formation. And the work that 
you, Lisa, have.done on women of color emphasizes the fact that it is a 
provisional identity that allows the move beyond identity politics articu- 
lated in the traditional way. The fact that race is placed at the forefront of 
women of color politics is important, because it also challenges the influ- 
ence of nationalism on identity politics. Women of color formations are 
compelled to address intersectionality and the mutual and complex interac- 
tions of race, class, gender, and sexuality. That is what is so exciting 
about the possibilities of women of color research and organizing strategies. 
For the last four years or so I have been working with the Research Cluster 
for the Study of Women of Color in Collaboration and Conflict. Many 
students and faculty involved locate their work within a progressive schol- 
arly and activist tradition that seeks to bring about structural and ideologi- 
cal change. The Women of Color Resource ‘Center here in the San 
Francisco Bay Area attempts to forge stronger ties between researchers and 
grassroots organizers. Asian Immigrant Women’s Advocates (AIWA) is one 
of .the groups associated with the Women of Color Resource Center. This 
organization traces its genealogy back to the Third World Women’s Alli- 
ance founded in 1970. This means that what we call women of color work 
predates 1981, the year in which This Bridge Called My Back was published, 
which is usually evoked as the originating moment of women of color 
consciousness. During the earlier era, the anti-imperialist character of third 
world women’s work inflected it with a strong anticapitalist kind of critique. 
The influence of Marxism is still very much. visible in, for example, the 
Combahee River Collective manifesto. While it is important to affirm the 
momentous cultural work initiated with the publication of This Bridge, 
the earlier, more explicitly anticapitalist traditions should not be erased. 

` LL: And those connections are like a history that needs still to be 
written. 

AD: Yes. What we call women of color work or US third world 
women’s work can be traced back to the civil rights era. During the 1964 
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campaign spearheaded by SNCC in Mississippi, Georgia, and Alabama, 
there was an emergent antimasculinist critique, directed against the obsti- 
nately male leadership. This critique crystallized in an internal organization 
of black women, which later established itself as an autonomous organiza- 
tion, the Black Women’s Alliance. While cross-racial coalitions were not as 
self-conscious as they tend to be today, the political projects to which 
Puerto Rican women (antisterilization work, for example) and Asian 
American women (Vietnam solidarity work; for example) were drawn, 
were also embraced by the Black Women’s Alliance, which later 
reconceptualized itself as a Third World Women’s Alliance. Some of the 
same women associated with those efforts in the late ’60s — like Elizabeth 
Martinez, Linda Burnham, Fran Beal — continue to be active through 
organizations like the Women of Color Resource Center. Around the same 
time, numerous lesbians of color organizations emerged. In fact, the term 
lesbian of color acquired currency -before women of color entered into our 
political vocabulary. In other words, although.we refer to “women of color” 
as a new political subject, there is a rich, unexplored history of women of 
color political projects. We shouldn’t assume that women of color work has 
been going on for only a decade or so. 

LL: Or that it’s a reaction against... 

AD: ...what we used to call white middle-class feminism. NOW was 
founded in 1964. We can also trace the emergence of a radical women of 
color feminism back to the same year. 

LL: Would you speak a bit about your recent book project on women 
and the blues? I’m wondering if you could comment on the question .of 
cultural forms as alternative spaces, or popular culture as an informal site 
for the transmission of oppositional strategies and popular wisdom about 
survival. - 

AD: The fact that historical modes of transmitting culture are not 
mechanically determined by economic relations does not mean that all 
modes are equally possible regardless of a group’s class position. I have 
been interested in the history of gender consciousness in black communities 
since the research I did around Women, Race, and Class. Much of the 
material 1 utilized in that work — even that which specifically addressed 
issues of working-class women’s consciousness — was produced by women 
and men who can be defined as members of the black intelligentsia. My 
own interest in popular culture is related to an attempt to expand that 
original project on gender consciousness in black communities, focusing on 
the blues as a site for reflecting on black working-class feminist conscious- 
ness and on the transmission of that consciousness. In this book, which is 
called Blues Legacies and Black Feminisms, I try to present blues perfor- 
mances as an alternative site for recovering historical forms of working-class 
women’s consciousness. 
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LL: In your autobiography you wrote, “the forces that have made my 
life what it is are the very same forces that have shaped and misshaped the 
lives of millions of my people. Pm- convinced that my response to these 
forces has been unexceptional as well, ‘that my political involvement; ulti- 
mately as a member of the‘Communist Party, has been a natural logical way 
to defend our embattled humanity.”* I wonder if you could talk about your 
formation in Marxism and what Marxism has meant to you. 

AD: From where I -stood’— which was a very different location from 
that of the vast numbers of people who followed my trial — I did not feel that 
my life experiences were exceptional enough to merit inscription in an 
autobiography. Besides, I was very young. So I.had tothink about that 
project as a “political” autobiography. At the time I didn’t realize that I had 
conceptualized it in the tradition of the black autobiographical genre that 
could be said to go back to the slave narrative. That didn’t occur to me until 
long after I had written it. It’s difficult to identify a single development that 
led me to Marxism. I grew up in a family which had numerous ties to 
individuals in the Communist Party. Although my mother never joined the 
Communist Party, she worked in organizations with black communists who 
were organizing in Birmingham, which, because of the steel mills, had 
become an industrial center in the ’30s. She was an officer in the NAACP 
and in the Southern Negro Youth Congress, which had been established by 
communists. Because of my mother’s connection with communists, we 
were often followed by the FBI during the McCarthy era. By the age of six, 
I was already aware of the extent to which the government would pursue 
people who had different ideas of what kind of-.social order should prevail 
in this country. While I was attending a progressive high school in New 
York, I read the Communist Manifesto for the first time. I was fortunate 
enough to-have a history teacher who openly espoused Marxism and 
encouraged us to think critically about the class interests represented by 
dominant historiography. At the same time I was active in a communist 
youth organization and for many months picketed Woolworth’s every Sat- 
urday because of their policies of segregation in the South. I guess you 
might say that I learned very early to take for granted the insightfulness 
of Marxist literature and also to draw connections between theory and 
practice. 

As an undergraduate, my interest in Marxism was further stimulated by 
professors like Herbert Marcuse. As a French major, I became very inter- 
ested in the way Marxism was integrated into existentialist philosophy —and 
by Sartre’s political activism. Working with Marcuse, I began to study the 
philosophical history of Marxism and read Kant, Hegel, as well as Marx. As 
a young activist in high school, I already considered myself a Marxist. By 
the time I finished college, I was even more convinced that Marxist analyses 
could help me make sense of a world which seemed to be so saturated with 
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racism and class exploitation. I guess I had the good fortune to sort of grow 
into Marxism. or grow up with Marxism, rather than having to later work to 
replace dominant modes of thought with a critical Marxist approach. I 
should probably point out that the high school I attended, Elizabeth Irwin 
High School, was rather exceptional. It was actually cooperatively owned 
by teachers, many of whom had been blacklisted as a result of their political 
involvements during the McCarthy era. 

LL: How important is it, do you.think, for young students and people 
who want to be activists to read Marx and to have a rich education in 
Marxist theory? 

AD: I think it’s extremely important. However, many students today 
encounter Marx’s ideas not so much by reading the original works, but 
rather through their reception in contemporary theoretical literature and in 
popular culture. Many students might be familiar with Marx the political 
economist, but are entirely unfamiliar with the early philosophical writings. 
While I would not make the kind of argument that conservatives present 
regarding the need to return to the basic — to the “classical” texts in the 
Western intellectual tradition — I do think that a closer familiarity with 
Marx’s writings might help students to assess critically our contemporary 
conditions. 

LL: Moving into a discussion of the university, pedagogy, and the role 
of intellectuals of color, I wonder if I could ask you about how you think of 
your role as an educator and your role in the formation of intellectuals of 
color. 

AD: I grew up in a household of teachers. Both my mother and father 
were teachers. Although my own decision to go into education came much 
later, I learned very early to value education and its liberatory potential. In 
the black community in which I was reared, teachers were among the most 
respected members of the community and were expected to provide lead- 
ership — perhaps in even more fundamental ways than ministers, who are 
often considered the community’s natural leaders. Education and liberation 
were always bound together. I was persuaded very early in my life that 
liberation was not possible without education. This is one of the reasons I 
always felt drawn to the radical potential of education and why I am 
particularly interested in working not only with students of color, but with 
white students as well who make this connection. 

LL: Who and what were your influences in this regard? 

AD: Studying with both Adorno and Marcuse allowed me to think 
early on about the relationship between theory and practice, between 
intellectual work and activist work. Adorno tended to dismiss intellectual 
work that was connected with political activism. He argued that the revo- 
lution had failed, not so much because of problems presenting themselves 
in the practical implementation of revolutionary theory, but rather because 
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the theory itself was flawed, perhaps even fundamentally flawed. He there- 
fore insisted that the only sure way to move along a revolutionary con- 
tinuum was to effect, for the present, a retreat into theory. No revolutionary 
transformation was possible, he said, until we could figure out what went 
wrong in the theory. At the time, student activism was on the rise in 
Germany. I studied in Frankfurt from 1965 to 1967, which was a period 
during which the German Socialist Student Organization gained in mem- 
bership and influence. Because many of the student leaders were directly 
inspired by the history of the Frankfurt School — and some young professors 
affiliated with the Frankfurt School like Oscar Negt were actively involved 
in the SDS (Sozialitische Deutsche Studentenverbund) — we were able to 
critically engage with Adorno’s ideas. Interestingly enough, many of 
Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s ideas were mobilized in challenging this advo- 
cacy of theory as the only possible mode of practice. I was involved, in fact, 
in the production of a pirate edition of Dialectic of Enlightenment, which 
‘Adorno and Horkheimer were not yet willing to republish. We typed the 
text’on stencils, mimeographed it, and sold it for the cost of its production. 
A similar edition of Lukacs’s History and Class Consciousness was also 
produced. ‘ 

Marcuse, of course, called for a very different relationship between 
intellectual work.and political practice. There is a story I like to tell about 
Marcuse’s involvement -in UCSD [University of California-San Diego] 
campus politics, which certainly informed my ideas on the role of ‘the 
teacher and on the need to maintain always a creative tension between 
theory and praxis. Back in the late 60s, the emergent black student orga- 
nization, in alliance with the Chicano student organization, decided to 
campaign to create a new college at UCSD, which we wanted to name the 
Lumumba-Zapata College. We envisioned it as a college which would 
admit one-third Chicano students, one-third black students, and one-third 
working-class white students. We had it all worked out! Or at least. we 
thought we did. At one point in a rather protracted campaign, we decided 
to occupy the registrar’s office. I said I would ask Herbert about his possible 
participation in the’ takeover. I explained to him that we would have to 
break a window in order to gain entrance. In other words, we risked being 
charged with breaking and entering and trespassing. If he were. the first 
person to enter the building, we were less likely to be arrested and/or 
expelled from the university. Without a moment’s hesitation, Herbert 
agreed: “Of course PI do it.” There was no question in his mind. At that 
time he was about seventy-five years old. He was the first person to walk 
into the registrar’s office. Our work acquired a legitimacy that would have 
been impossible without his participation. In the classroom and through his 
writings and lectures, Marcuse defended the radical activism of the late 
60s. The emergence of an international student movement, the social 
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movements of people of color, the rise of feminist activism brought a new, 
more optimistic dimension to Marcuse’s ideas. The seduction of the “one- 
dimensional society” could be resisted. He not only theorized these devel- 
opments, but actively participated in mobilizations both in the United 
States and Europe. Working so closely with him during that period, I 
learned that while teaching and agitation were very different practices, 
students need to be assured that politics and intellectual life are not two 
entirely separate modes of existence. I learned that I did not have to leave 
political activism behind in order to be an effective teacher. Of course, this 
insight got me fired from my first job at UCLA and during my first year 
there spies recorded every comment I made in class which might have 
political undertones. I was first fired for my membership in the Communist 
Party. The second time I was fired it was because of my off-campus 
activities in support of political prisoners. 

LL: Please speak about your teaching, how you encourage.students to 
do projects that are both activist and intellectual. What sort of role do you 
take in shaping-these projects? Perhaps you could describe the Women of 
Color Research Cluster at UC-Santa Cruz. 

AD: Many of the students who work with me are involved: in very 
interesting projects on social movement history, cultures of resistance, 
applying.new historiographical approaches. One student is attempting to 
rethink black women’s involvement in the labor movement. Another is 
attempting to develop new ways of theorizing Puerto Rican migration, 
foregrounding questions of gender and sexuality. My students are doing 
very interesting work, work that can potentially make a difference. 

The Women of Color Research Cluster at UC~Santa Cruz was formed 
four years ago. It was the brainchild of Margaret Daniels, a History of 
Consciousness graduate student who is doing her dissertation on women of 
color film festivals. She examines these film and video festivals as an 
important site for the construction of women of color as a political subject. 
Maria Ochoa, also a History of Consciousness student, worked closely with 
her. Thanks to their leadership, an impressive number of graduate students, 
faculty, staff, and some undergraduates came together under the auspices 
of the Cluster, funded by the Center for Cultural Studies. A major project 
undertaken by the Cluster was the editing of a special issue of Inscriptions, 
the journal of the Center for Cultural Studies.’ I should point out that the 
full name of the group is the Research ‘Cluster for the Study of Women of 
Color in Collaboration and Conflict. Its emergence represented a desire not 
only to explore the possibilities of cross-racial coalition and alliance, but 
also to think about the inevitable tensions and conflicts among women of 
color. We took note of the important role black and Korean women were 
playing in the effort to negotiate a relationship between thesé communities 
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that had become especially difficult in the aftermath of the 1992 Los 
Angeles uprising. 

Other projects we have developed include writing groups for students, a 
lecture series involving cross-racial conversations, colloquia, meetings with 
the Women of Color Resource Center in Oakland. When I was chosen to 
hold the UC Presidential Chair, it meant-that the Women of Color Cluster 
would receive more substantial funding. A significant aspect of my proposal 
~. which was the basis for my selection — was a curriculum development 
project that would be directed by the. Cluster. Over the next period we will 
develop a number of courses to satisfy the Ethnic Studies requirement at 
UC-Santa Cruz. These courses will be collaboratively taught by graduate 
students and tenured faculty. The Cluster will not only collaboratively 
develop these courses, but there will also be focused deliberations on 
pedagogical questions. 

LL: You mention the focus on women of color “in collaboration and 
conflict.”. Moving outside of the university in order to think more broadly 
about the forging of the alliances across groups, what are the difficulties 
and the opportunities for black, Chicana-Latina, and Native and Asian 
American women working together? What are the specific issues for each 
group that need to be addressed in order for coalition to take place? What 
sorts.of things keep coming up? 

AD: This work is very difficult. Coalition building has never been easy. 
But I think it might be more productive to move away from constructions 
of women of color as a coalition. Thé assumption behind coalition building 
is that disparate groups or individuals come together with their own sepa- 
rate — and often racially based — agendas, which have to be negotiated and 
compromised in order for the group to come together. Coalitions also have 
an ephemeral and ad hoc character. I am not suggesting that the concept 
women of color is not here to stay, but I do. think that it might be a very 
difficult political project. First of all, not all “women of color” choose to 
embrace this identity. In fact, an Asian-American woman who might prefer 
to call herself Chinese American might be equally reluctant to identify as a 
woman of color. But that’s all right. There is no hard and fast requirement 
in the sense that a woman of African descent has little choice but to identify | 
as black. However, those who do involve themselves in women of color 
projects need to make strong commitments — to borrow Jacqui Alexander’s 
formulation — “to become fluent in each other’s stories.” 

This is not to say that significant women of color work has not taken 
place within coalitional formations. There is, for example, the Women of 
Color Coalition on Reproductive Health that has brought -together repre- 
sentatives from four different health organizations: the Asian Women’s 
Heaith Organization, the Latina Women’s Health Project, the National 
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Black Women’s Health Project, and the Native American Women’s Health 
Organization. This coalition played an important role at the UN Confer- 
ence on Reproductive Rights which took place in Cairo the year before the 
women’s conference and NGO forum in Beijing. However, it has been 
beset with serious problems that afflict many coalitional forms, which 
emanate from the difficulties of compromise and agenda negotiation: 
Women of color work also takes place within caucus and task-force forma- 
tions that often develop within predominantly white organizations such as 
the National Women’s Studies Association and the National Coalition 
Against Domestic Violence. It is interesting that women of color formations 
emerged within both of these organizations in 1981 — a pivotal year for 
women of color. Early on, women of color groups also organized within a 
number of lesbian groups. 

The groups I find most interesting, however, are those that consider 
“women of color” a point of departure rather than a level of organizing 
which rises out of and breaks down into a series-of racially specific agendas: 
in other words,. those organizations that challenge the census-category 
approach to “women of color.” Which means that women of color work can 
foreground race at a time when dominant discourse attempts to erase it, yet 
at the same time avoid the pitfalls of essentialism. I referred earlier to the 
Women of Color Resource Center. This organization develops projects 
which bring grassroots organizers and scholars together. It also sponsors 
projects like AIWA — Asian Immigrant Women’s Advocates — which in turn 
appeals to all women of color (and white women as well) to support 
campaigns like the Jessica McClintock boycott. I have also referred to the 
Women of Color Research Cluster, which does not establish its agenda by 
considering so-called priority issues. 

A woman of color formation might decide to work around immigration 
issues. This political commitment is not based on the specific histories of 
racialized communities or its constituent members, but rather constructs an 
agenda agreed upon by all who are a part of it. In my opinion, the most 
exciting potential of women of color formations resides in the possibility of 
politicizing this identity — basing the identity on politics rather than the 
politics on identity. 

LL: You have written about visiting Egypt, and the complications of 
being both a black woman activist and yet, also a “representative” from the 
United States, a dominant first world power.° Taking up these complica- 
tions, I wonder if you could comment about the importance, the possibili- 
ties, and the difficulties of work between radical US women and women in 
the third world. 

AD: Women’s organizations have been engaged in international soli- 
darity work at least since the previous century, since the beginning of this 
century. I think it’s important to acknowledge this internationalism. Some 
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of this work was supported by the former socialist countries: the former 
Soviet Union, the German Democratic Republic, where the NGO 
Women’s International Democratic Federation was located. Women for 
Racial and Economic Equality, a US-based organization, has ties with 
women’s organizations all over the third world. I am suggesting that there 
are precedents for the kind of organizing across borders that women are 
presently attempting to do. However, during the earlier period, women’s 
organizations tended to be rather ‘confined to specific agendas: peace, for 
example, which was certainly important. But now the possibilities- are 
vaster, considering the globalization of capital and the circuits that have 
been opened up by migrating corporations. In other words, it is even more 
important today to do transnational organizing — around labor issues, 
sexual trafficking, and violence against women. While there is not enough 
time to make specific reference to all the current international struggles US 
women are and need to be connected with, I would like to mention the 
need to-strengthen women of color work in opposition to the economic 
embargo of Cuba. Cuban women are hurt most by the blockade and are on 
the front lines of opposition. Alice Walker and I are presently helping to 
organize a campaign to “Boycott the Blockade.” In general, considering the 
impact of NAFTA, the need for networking and international organizing 
among women frade unionists in Canada, the United States, and Mexico is 
especially great. Considering the global assembly line — and the extent to 
which immigrant women working within the United States may work for 
the. same corporations that are exploiting women in Asia, in Canada, in 
Mexico — organizing possibilities are vast. 

LL: Yes. Can I ask you about immigrdtion,-since we touched on that? 
How do you think the influx of Asians and Latin Americans into.the United 
States, particularly since 1965, has changed communities of color and race 
relations in the United States? Is the.current policing of immigration and 
immigrant communities an index of similar, yet diffetent, contradictions 
than those that operated in the 1960s? 

AD: Well, it’s no longer possible to talk about issues of race in exclu- 
sively black and white terms. While large communities of color that are not 
black — Native American, Asian, Latina/o — have parallel histories of racism, 
oppression, and militant resistance, civil rights discourse established terms 
that were largely based on a certain construction of black history that 
excluded women, gays and lesbians, and other marginalized groups. Espe- 
cially since questions of immigration are movirig to the fore, it is no longer 
possible to confine race discourse and antiracist activism to a simple black- 
white binary. New issues, new problems, new contradictions have emerged 
and ‘old ones have been uncovered. Many veteran activists bemoan the fact 
that there are so many tensions and contradictions within and among 
communities of color and that it can no longer be assumed that a person 
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who is not white will necessarily assume progressive positions on racial 
issues — on affirmative action, for example. They bemoan the fact that you 
cannot expect a person of color by virtue of her/his racial location to speak 
out against racism, regardless of the group targeted. This has become 
especially apparent in the failure of significant numbers of black organiza- 
tions to actively mobilize against Proposition 187 in California and similar 
measures in other states. I am afraid that the impact of anti-immigrant 
rhetoric on black communities is inhibiting the development of a political 
awareness of the radical potential of Latin American and Asian immigrant 
workers. It used to be the case that within the more progressive sectors of 
the trade union movement, black workers were acknowledged as a radical 
and militant force. Today, if there is any hope for the labor. movement, it 
will come, in my opinion, from the new forms of organizing that immigrant 
workers are developing. 

LL: Asian women and Latinas in the garment industry. 

AD: Yes. Absolutely. What is really exciting are the new forms of 
organizing that aren’t ‘contained within single trade -unions, nor are they 
focused on narrow trade union issues: It’s been.virtually impossible within 
the labor movement over’ the. decades to address issues that aren’t tradi- 
tional union issues. Like wages,- benefits, workplace — these are extremely 
important. But there are also issues that go beyond the workplace that affect 
workers as well. 

LL: Childcare, language. 

AD: Yes. Environmental issues, as well. I’m thinking about the work 
that’s being done in Los Angeles immigrant communities, a project that is 
a multi-union effort with a community base. Considering these new forms 
of resistance, there are ways to think about these changes in an optimistic 
way. 

LL: Yes. I really agree. We could say that even though there’s been an 
intensification of the exploitation of women of color and third world 
women, it has also generated new methods and strategies for addressing 
that exploitation. 

Regarding different organizing strategies for the new kinds of popula- 
tions of workers and the specificities of labor exploitation under new 
capitalist modes like “mixed production” and “flexible accumulation,” 
perhaps we can get back to the initial discussion of the shifts over the past 
thirty years. We know that conditions have worsened particularly for the 
women in communities of color. What kinds of activist projects are 
possible now? In these times, how do we measure what significant change 
means? 

The Southwest Network for Environmental and Economic Justice is 
really interesting to me, the group under which AIWA along with La Fuerza 
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Unida organized the Levi Strauss boycott. It seems’that the ‘issues of the 
environment, health, and tóxic waste dumping are places where labor 
concerns and racialized community concerns come together. 

AD: Exactly. The environmental justice movement is a relatively new 
and very promising organizing strategy in communities of color. New 
strategies are also suggested by the workers’ centers in Chinatown that link 
work against exploitative sweatshop conditions with campaigns against 
domestic violence and simultaneously make appeals for. multiracial solidar- 
ity. We will have come a long way if we succeed in convincing a significant 
number of black women’s organizations, for example, to support Asian 
immigrant women’s labor and community struggles. This would be yet 
another form of women of color consciousness that is politically rather than 
racially grounded and at the same time anchored in a more complex 
antiracist consciousness. 

LL: There’s a project in San Diego called Beyond Borders that has a 
support committee for maquiladora workers in Baja California, Mexico, and 
Central America. They document working conditions and occupational 
health and safety violations in the maquilas, publicize the attacks on work- 
ers’ rights to organize, and promote cross-border worker organizing by 
connecting US trade unionists with their counterparts in Mexico. Interest- 
ingly enough, a number of the women who work in this group are Asian 
American. 

AD: This kind of cross-racial, cross-border organizing needs to be 
encouraged in many different contexts. 

LL: You’ve done considerable work with women in prisons, political 
prisoners, and prisoners’ rights. Could you say a bit about your different 
projects with prisoners? 

AD: My work.with prisoners — both research and organizing work — has 
been one of the most consistent themes of my political life. It seems that 
the struggle to free political prisoners is unending: The campaign to free 
Mumia Abu-Jamal is a case in point. With respect to women prisoners, I am 
presently working on a project with Kum-Kum Bhavnani, who teaches 
sociology at UC-Santa Barbara and has a similar political history. We have 
interviewed women prisoners in an attempt to add new yoices to the debate 
around prisons and to suggest that abolitionist strategies need to be taken 
seriously. In general, we need more activist projects against the proliferation 
of prisons, against what Mike Davis.calls the “prison-industrial complex.”” 
Our earlier discussion of labor is relevant here, too. There is.a dangerous 
privatization trend within the correctional industry, which involves not only 
the privatization of entire state correctional systems and some sectors of the 
federal system, but the increasing reliance on prison labor by private corpo- 
rations as well. The state of California can boast of the largest prison 
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systems in the country — and one of the largest in the world. The Depart- 
ment of Corrections in California has established a joint venture system, 
which invites corporations to establish their shops on prison grounds. The 
advertising scheme represents prisoners as a cheap labor force that does not 
require employers to respect minimum wage provisions or provide health 
benefits. One advertisement points out that prison workers never ask for 
paid vacations or have transportation or babysitting problems. This means 
that prisoners are considered cheap labor in the same sense that immigrants 
within the United States and third world workers abroad are treated as the 
most profitable labor pools. Rather than crossing national borders, corpo- 
rations simply go behind prison walls. 

LL: Perhaps that’s the “Made in the USA” label. 

AD: Yes, that’s the “Made in the USA” label at 50 cents an hour with 
no benefits. Prisoners have been unsuccessfully trying to organize labor 
unions for decades. Perhaps we need to think about organizing that will 
bring together prisoners, prisoners’ rights groups, immigrant worker orga- 
nizations; and same of the traditional labor unions. In other words, there is 
a place for coalitions. While I-find identity-based coalitions problematic, I 
do concur with Bernice Reagon when she says that coalition work must be 
central in late twentieth-century political organizing. However, I think that 
we should focus on the creation of unpredictable or unlikely coalitions 
grounded in political projects. Not only prisoners, immigrant workers, and 
labor unions, but also prisoners and students, for example. This might 
be the most effective way to contest the shifting of the funding base for 
education into prison construction and maintenance. One of the other 
coalitions that should be encouraged is between welfare rights and gay and 
lesbian organizations. Both welfare mothers and gays and lesbians are 
directly targeted by conservative emphasis on “family values.” 

LL: Such a coalition could include legal and undocumented immi- 
grants, too, if it were organized around the proposed Personal Responsibil- 
ity Act, which bars not only undocumented immigrants but legal 
permanent residents from receiving federal benefits. 

AD: That’s right. We might also think about coalition work that would 
bring together legal and undocumented immigrant youth, on the one hand, 
and young African-American and Latino-American youth, on the other, 
who are all targeted by a devious criminalization process that replaces a 
legitimate need for jobs, education, and health care with a very effective 
demonization of these groups. And it is certainly time to revive the demand 
for a reconsideration of the eight-hour workday. A shorter workday could 
help provide jobs for undocumented immigrants as well as the vast unem- 
ployéd sectors among youth in communities of color. If the new cultural 
arenas that have developed over the past decade are utilized, young activists 
might be able to create powerful campaigns. 


Reflections on Race, Class, and Gender in the USA 325 


NOTES 


Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States, from the 
1960s to the 1990s (New York: Routledge, 1994). . 

Angela Y. Davis, Women, Race, and Class (New York: Random House, 1981), 
chapters 11 and 12. “Facing Our Common Foe: Women and the Struggle 
against Racism” and “We Do Not Consent: Violence against Women in a Racist 
Society,” in Angela Y. Davis, Women, Culture, and Politics (New York: Random 
House, 1988). 
Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua (eds), This Bridge Called My Back: Writ- 
ings by Radical Women of Color (New York: Kitchen Table Press, 1981). 
Angela Y. Davis, Angela Davis: An Autobiography (New York: Random House, 
1974). 

M Ochoa and Teresia Teaiwa (eds), “Enunciating Our Terms: Women of 
Color in Collaboration and Conflict,” Inscriptions, 7 (1994). 

Angela Y. Davis, “Women in Egypt: A Personal View,” in Women, Culture, and 
Politics. 

Mike Davis, “A Prison-Industrial Complex: Hell-Factories in the Field,” The 
Nation, 260, no. 7 (1995), 229-34. 


Rt ORT et ee Re ee T 


Det See eR Se ATES KEE SE ee tT nt 


PART V 


Appendix 


me 
=r Oe T Sg ae E a Ee Yaa 


eS allel CL Aller eer ge ra: SE ——— are deers gE $ -a 


f 
Se ae raner E E E ae ee = se p se AN 
NETE e Ee ii yede T 
EEEE EE, ni Shoal cates caer’ ts teas na tia ra se m erian eae caer Tareas Bee eee 


FOR ae Se ee i iy aD 


i aa Be 


ae De 


| 
i 
! 
| 


ae ica 


% 

om 
4 
4 
3 
i 
4 
$ 
a 
H 
: 


Presented by Angela Y. 
Davis in Santa Clara 
County Superior Court, i 
March 29, 1972 


| 

i Opening Defense Statement 
| 
| 


ica ee MN catia ete pment tins E ea un cn tia le a mt 


WET he "e ee Wee wE 


ae 


ee ee T r E 


Members of the Jury: 


| | You have heard a rather lengthy outline of what the prosecutor expects to } 
, | prove in this case. I do not expect that our opening statement will be as 2 
i J long. I am sure you will not find this unusual, for throughout the voir dire i 1 
7 you have heard that insofar as the trial is concerned, it is the prosecutor’s 4 
‘ case to prove beyond a reasonable doubt — not ours to disprove. t 4 
: i The prosecutor has the burden of proof upon him. I, the defendant, need iat 
f: ` not say anything, if I so desire. | q 
A As you have already been informed, none of what the prosecutor has À | 

th said may be considered as evidence in this case. All the evidence must be “4 4 

i presented to you in the form of sworn testimony and other matters which : ? 


the judge will permit you to consider. At this stage in the proceedings, the 
prosecutor has done no more than explain to you what he contends his 
evideņce will prove. You are the ones who, in the final instance, must judge 
whether his contentions have any validity or whether his case is unsup- 
ported by his own evidence. ' 
Similarly, what I am about to say to you must not be considered as B 
evidence. At this moment I am speaking to you in the stance of my own 
counsel. And of course you will distinguish between what I am about to say ; 
and the evidence you will hear. al. 
The prosecutor has introduced you to the long and complicated path = Ji 
down which he hopes his evidence will lead you during the course of this 
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trial. He says that this path will point squarely in the direction of my guilt. 
He says that his evidence is so conclusive that it will leave you with no 
choice but to convict me of these very serious crimes of murder, kidnap- 
ping, and conspiracy. He says that his evidence will wipe away. every single 
reasonable doubt you might entertain with respect to my guilt. 

We say to you that the prosecutor’s evidence itself will demonstrate to 
you that his case is no case at all. The evidence will show that I am totally 
innocent of the charges of murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy. It will 
reveal that the prosecutor’s contentions are entirely without substance. 
They are based on: guesswork, speculation, and conjecture — to use the 
words Mr Moore used during the voir dire. 

By now you have heard a great deal about the events of August 7, 1970. 
The evidence will confirm the fact that four human beings lost their lives in 
the vicinity of the Marin County Courthouse on that day. Judge Harold 
Haley was killed, as were Jonathan Jackson and two prisoners from 
San Quentin, James McClain and William Christmas. Human beings 
were wounded. An assistant district attorney from Marin County — Gary 
Thomas — and a juror —- Mrs Maria Graham — were wounded, as was 
Ruchell Magee, `a prisoner at San Quentin. 

We do not dispute the truth of these facts — that lives were lost and 
persons were wounded on that day, facts which, as the evidence will show, 
have now become a matter of public knowledge. But, we remind you of 
something which was said during the voir dire, namely, that there are two 
separate issues involved here. There is the issue of whether deaths occutred 
on August 7. There is the issue of whether I had anything to do with the 
occurrence of those deaths. 

As you listen to the testimony in this case ~ and I am confident that you 
will all listen with the greatest degree of attentiveness — you will undoubt- 
edly reach the conclusion in your own minds that the prosecution is 
creating its case out of a labyrinthine network of false assumptions. 

Now, members of the jury, what must the prosecutor show you about 
me in order to prove his case. If Mr Harris desires to prove that I am guilty 
of the crimes as charged — murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy — here are 
basically three things he must prove beyond a reasonable doubt. First of all, 
he must prove beyond a reasonable doubt that there was a plan which 
pre-dated the events of August 7, 1970. Secondly, he must prove beyond 
a réasonable doubt that I had foreknowledge of a plan which was to be 
executed on that day. Thirdly, he must prove beyond a reasonable doubt 
that I took certain steps with the deliberate intent to further that plan. But 
he will not prove these things. He will be unable to prove them, members 
of the j jury, because they simply are not true. 

A brief review of the case will show you conclusively why the prosecutor 
cannot prove these three essential facts. Before I go into this, however, you 
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should be aware that we will not now present to you the totality of our 
defense. In this opening statement, members of the jury, you will be given 
a skeletal outline of the evidence with which we intend to contest the 
prosecution’s contentions. This will be the skeleton, so to speak — flesh will 
be added to the bones as the trial progresses. Basically, the purpose of this 
opening statement is to give you some material and some categories in the 
form of evidence with which you can place the prosecutor’s evidence in its 
proper perspective. In this way, yow will have a more comprehensive view 
of the case as it unfolds before you. 

It is important to understand the. nature of this case. The evidence will 
reveal that I was not present at the Marin County Civic Center when the 
events themselves transpired. The prosecutor of course, has at no time 
indicated that he will attempt to place me there. He has indicated, however, 
that I participated in a preconceived plan, a conspiracy, to commit the 
crimes of murder, kidnapping, escape and rescue. 

But I did nothing of the sort and he will not be able to prove this. He will ` 
certainly not be able to prove his claims beyond a reasonable doubt as he 
must in order to demand a conviction. As the various phases of this trial 
unfold before you, as the evidence accumulates, you will see that we are 
right and the-prosecutor is wrong. 

It is your duty as jurors to objectively judge all the evidence which the 
judge permits to become part of this case. We ask you to keep your eyes 
focused on the evidence which goes to the two essential issues in this case. 
If indeed there was a plan there are only two issues which can have some 
bearing on my guilt or innocence. They are-knowledge and intent — whether 
I had knowledge of what was to transpire on August 7, 1970, and whether 
I did anything with the deliberate intent to further those events. 

I repeat, the only two elements of this case which have a direct bearing 
on me are knowledge and intent. You must continually seek out, through 
the huge maze of evidence which will confront you, that testimony which 
relates directly to whether I had foreknowledge of what occurred on August 
7 and whether I did anything to intentionally further the commission of 
the crimes of murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy. As you sift through the 
evidence, this is what you must look for. And you may be sure -that no 
testimony which comes to you from this witness stand will prove the 
prosecutor’s claims that I had foreknowledge of the events and that I had 
an intent to participate in them. 

The prosecutor has already indicated that a great: deal of time will be 
consumed in re-creating in the courtroom here the events of August 7. He 
has told you that you will hear much testimony from people who were 
present that day, people who allegedly witnessed the events which tran- 
spired that day. But, as you know, the evidence -will show that I was not 
there. Therefore, what bearing do the events have on the critical issues of 
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the case against me? What bearing can these events have on the question of 
my foreknowledge and my intent with respect to them? 

When all the testimony surrounding the events of August 7 is complete, 
the prosecutor will certainly have demonstrated that in some way lives were 
lost and individuals were wounded on August 7, 1970. But, members of the 
jury, this is all he will have proven. He will not have proven that I partici- 
pated in the formulation of the plans which led to these events — if indeed 
there were any plans at all. He will have proven nothing — absolutely 
nothing — with respect to my guilt. 

We dispute the accuracy of the prosecutor’s version of what actually 
happened in the Marin County Civic Center on August 7. But many of 
these differences are of no real moment in the case at hand. They are not 
so important because basically, if the prosecutor is to prove anything at all, 
he must prove that I had knowledge of the events beforehand and that 
I deliberately promoted them. Basically, we say again, this case boils down 
to the questions of knowledge and intent. For this reason, we may often 
refrain from ‘engaging the prosecutor in controversy where our differences 
do not relate’to these two questidns — to the only real issues in the case, to 
knowledge and intent. ‘The prosecutor claims that he is in possession of 
certain evidence — evidence through which he attempts to draw me into a 
plan to commit the crimes of murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy. What, 
then, are those elements of the prosecutor’s case whereby he attempts to 
explicitly link me to the occurrence of the events of August 7? 

First of all, he contends that the overriding or primary purpose of what 
happened on August 7 was to achieve the freedom of George Jackson. He 
claims that.I was in love with George Jackson and that my feelings would 
have forced me to employ any means to free him from prison. In this way 
the prosecutor would have you believe, members of the jury, that I had a 
motive to participate in a plan relating to the events of August 7. 

He then points to my association and friendship with Jonathan Jackson, 
George’s brother, as evidence that I participated with Jonathan in the 
events at the Marin County Civic Center. 

Let us deal with the evidence the prosecutor intends to present to you in 
support of his contention that I had a motive to participate in the events of 
August 7. He began by telling you Monday that he is building his case 
against me as a crime of passion. He said that my passion for George 
Jackson was so great that it knew no bounds — that it had no respect for 
human life. He went on to say later in his statement that I was not 
concerned with the struggle to free all political prisoners — that I was not 
concerned with the movement to improve the character of prisons in the 
United States. The prosecutor told you that he intends to prove that I was 
exclusively interested in the freedom of one man — George Jackson — and 
that this interest was motivated by pure passion. 


Opening Defense Statement Presented by Angela Y. Davis 333 


Members of the jury, the prosecutor is aware, himself, that his case is the 
product of guesswork, speculation, and conjecture. The evidence will show 
that when I was indicted, the Grand’ Jury of Marin County considered 
evidence’ of my participation in the movement to free the Soledad Brothers 
— not only George Jackson, but also Fleeta Drumgo and John Clutchette. 
The evidence will show that the “First Overt Act” of the conspiracy count 
consists of a description of a rally around the Soledad Brothers, other 
political prisoners, and-prison conditions in general. On June 19, 1970, I 
was exercising constitutional rights guaranteed me by the First Amendment 
when I participated in this rally. Yet, this was the first overt act ofthe 
conspiracy count — evidence that I had participated in a conspiracy to free 
the Soledad Brothers through the events of August 7. 

Recently, the prosecutor moved the court to strike the first overt act from 
the indictment. Monday, he told you that he will present no evidence with 
respect to speeches I made around the Soledad Brothers’ case. He says 
that he will present no evidence which entails constitutionally protected 
activities. 

The evidence will show, members of the jury, that this indictment 
provoked widespread concern — throughout the world — that I was a victim 
of political repression. Is it not reasonable to infer that the prosecutor is 
aware that no fair-minded juror would convict me on the basis of such 
evidence? 
+” Wherefore, the prosecutor has attempted to change the character of his 
case. Now, he would have you believe that I am a person-who would have 
committed the crimes of murder, kidnapping, and. conspiracy, having been 
motivated by pure passion. He would have you believe that lurking behind 
my external appearance are sinister and selfish emotions and passions, 
which, in his words, know no bounds. 

Members of the jury, this is utterly fantastic, this is utterly absurd. Yet it 
is understandable that Mr Harris would like to take advantage of the fact 
that I.am a woman — and women in this society are supposed to act only 
in accordance with the dictates of their emotions and: passions. This is a 
symptom of the male chauvinism which prevails in this society. 

The evidence will show that my involvement in the movement to free the 
Soledad Brothers began long before I had any contact with George Jackson 
as a person. You will learn that shortly after Fleeta Drumgo, John 
Clutchette, and George Jackson were indicted before a Monterey County 
Grand Jury, I began to attend meetings which were called to establish the 
basis for a movement to publicly defend them from the unfounded charges 
that they had killed a guard behind the walls of Soledad Prison. 

But before we introduce you to the evidence you will hear regarding my 
activities in the struggle to free the Soledad Brothers and other political 
prisoners, let us retrace our steps for a moment. Let us consider a 


BER wee Pe = 


vee wees Teer ite TEE 


Ee een ee 


sore, 


EE eer eee, 


Torere wares az 


= 


Maa NE SOE SRN ane eee PO ee Te 


334 ; Appendix 


fundamental aspect of the prosecutor’s case, namely the existence or non- 
existence of a pre-formulated plan which was to be executed on August 7, 
1970. 

Was there really a plan? There is absolutely no consistent, credible proof 
of what the precise purpose of August 7 was. 

The prosecutor will try to establish that the freedom of George Jackson 
and along with him, the freedom of John Clutchette and Fleeta Drumgo 
was the primary purpose of the events which unfolded that day. He will try 
to prove that a mere statement was made by someone during the course of 
the events demanding the freedom of the Soledad Brothers. But there will 
also be contradictory evidence as to the accuracy of that statement. 

And even if he can establish to your satisfaction that such a statement 
was made — a simple statement — will there be anything else to support the 
position that the freedom of the Soledad Brothers was, in fact, the purpose 
of the events? We say that the evidence will-not support the prosecutor’s 
contentions. 

There will be absolutely no evidence to indicate that those who partici- 
pated in the events of August 7 made concrete arrangements for the release 
of the Soledad Brothers. There will be no evidence that they specified a 
procedure to make an exchange; nor will there be evidence that they 
specified a placé for the exchange to occur. l 

Would a mere statement, uttered in passing, be sufficient to convince 
you, members of the jury, that the release of the Soledad Brothers was a 
purpose of August 7? 

There will be no evidence to prove that the release of the Soledad 
Brothers was what motivated those who acted on August 7. ` 

The evidence will show that my own efforts to free George Jackson 
always expressed themselves within the context of the movement to free all 
the Soledad Brothers and all men and women who are unjustly imprisoned. 

Precisely what will the evidence show about my association with: the 
struggle to free the Soledad Brothers? You will see that because of my own 
commitment to the struggle to achieve freedom for all oppressed people, 
upon learning of the plight of these three men, I along with others took 
steps to build whatever support we could for the movement around them, 
around other political prisoners and prison conditions in general. 

‘-What about the activities of this movement? It will be confirmed on the 

witness stand that all the activities of the Soledad Brothers Defense Com- 
mittee, of which I was the Los Angeles co-chairwoman, were open and 
legal. The evidence will show that our meetings were open to anyone who 
wanted to participate. You will learn that we organized demonstrations, 
rallies, leafleting campaigns, and various other informational and educa- 
tional activities. 

You will learn that before any of:us had any personal contact with any 
of the Soledad Brothers, we on the defense committee felt that these three 
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black men, charged with killing a white prison guard, were being perse- 
cuted, not because they had committed this crime behind the walls of 
Soledad Prison, but rather because of their militant political stance and 
because of their efforts to improve the character of prison life from 
within. 

Because this is the way we viewed the Soledad Brothers’ case, our most 
effective approach had to be that of informing.and educating the public 
about their case, other cases, and about prison conditions in. general. We 
attempted to show people everywhere that they were victims of political 
repression. We attempted to show why they had been singled out as 
defendants in that very serious case. 

Members of the jury, you will. see — when testimony is adduced to this 
effect — that we sought out those kinds of activities which permitted us to 
involve ever greater numbers of people in the public defense of the Soledad 
Brothers. Testimony will make it clear that we felt that the influence of 
large numbers of people would help win them an acquittal — and that they 
would be freed, in this way, from an unjust prosecution. 

Members of the jury, we were correct in our understanding of the case 
of the Soledad Brothers. Monday morning as-you sat here listening to the 
prosecution’s opening statement, and as you heard that I was not interested 
in furthering the movement to free all the Soledad Brothers, the ultimate 
fruits of our labors were attained. The twelve men and women who 
for a period of many months had listened to. all the evidence which the 
prosecution could muster against the Brothers, entered a courtroom in 
San Francisco and pronounced the Soledad Brothers NOT GUILTY. 
If George Jackson had not been struck down by San Quentin guards 
in August of last year he too would have been freed from that ufyust 
prosecution. 

The evidence will show that as I worked with the Committee, I and 
others spoke to college students, high school students, and various commu- 
nity organizations about the things people could do to promote a defense of 
the Soledad Brothers. The evidence will show that each time we spoke we 
made concrete proposals to them regarding ways in which they could 
participate in the movement to free the Soledad. Brothers. 

The evidence will establish that we spoke at churches about the things 
that church members could do to further the cause of justice and freedom 
in the Soledad Brothers’ case. 

We always suggested, the evidence will show, that people make contribu- 
tions — financial contributions — to the legal defense fund set up to cover the 
lawyers’ expenses and other expenses related to the litigation in court. We 
organized benefits — film showings, art auctions, cocktail parties, etc. — in 
order to raise money for these legal costs. 

The evidence will show that we attempted to influence public opinion 
about the need to transfer the site of the trial from Monterey County to a 
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county where the Brothers might have a better chance of receiving a fair 
trial. 

The evidence will show that every single activity organized by the 
Soledad Brothers Defense Committee was totally within the realm of 


legality. What relevance do the crimes of murder, kidnapping, and con- l 


spiracy have to these, my efforts to free the Soledad Brothers? 

The evidence will clearly establish my participation in exclusively lawful, 
open, political activity in defense of the Soledad Brothers and other political 
prisoners. The evidence will clearly establish the principled opposition of 
the Soledad Brothers Defense Committee, of which I was co-chairwoman 
in Los Angeles, to any illegal form of activity. You will therefore see that my 
activities towards the freedom of the Soledad Brothers and the freedom of 
George Jackson, in particular, far from being evidence of my guilt, are on 
the contrary evidence of my innocence. 

The evidence will show that when I became involved in the Soledad 
Brothers Defense Committee, this was by no means my first experience in 
the struggle for black and brown liberation — and the struggle of oppressed 
people everywhere. All my political-activity, covering a span of many years, 
had been similar in thrust and’ content to what I have described as the 
activities of the Soledad Brothers Defense Committee. The evidence will 
show that I had been associated with the Black Student Council at the 
University of California in San Diego, the Southern California Black Stu- 
dent Alliance, the Black Congress in Los Angeles, the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee, the California Federation of Teachers, the Black 
Panther Party, and, of course, the Che-Lumumba Club of the Communist 
Party — of which, the evidence will show, I am now a member. 

I have been associated with the struggle to protect and extend the rights 
of working people whether they be black, Chicano, Latino, Native Ameri- 
can, Asian or white. I have done much work in the movement to end the 
war in Indochina. I have been involved in the fight to achieve equality for 
women who are oppressed in this society. I have also fought to preserve the 
basic principles of academic freedom from unconstitutional political as- 
saults. In all of my activities my goal has been to aid in the creation of a 
movement encompassing millions of people, indeed the majority of the 
people in the United States today, a movement which will ultimately usher 
in a more humane, socialist society. 

When I became involved in the struggle to free George Jackson, John 
Clutchette, and Fleeta Drumgo this was not the first time I had assisted in 
the building of movements around political prisoners. Over a period of a 
-few years the Black Panther Party found many of its members incarcerated 

on criminal charges. I contributed to the movement to free the 18 members 
of the Black Panther Party who were arrested in January 1970 in Los 
Angeles. 
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I participated in the struggle to free other Soledad Brothers — the 
Soledad 7, seven black prisoners charged with a crime similar to the one 
involving the Soledad 3. The evidence will show that I corresponded with 
them concerning my deep love and compassion for them. (Parenthetically, 
all the cases I have just named have resulted either in acquittals or in 
dismissal of charges.) - 

Indeed you will hear much evidence about my participation in other 
defense movements. The evidence will show that my political experiences 
include many different illustrations of my concern, compassion, and soli- 
darity with the plight of men and women in prison. The nature of my efforts 
to free George Jackson, that is to say my activities in the Soledad Brothers 
Defense Committee, is bound up with and is an extension of all my other 
political experiences. When you have heard all this evidence; when you are 
able to see in detail that my commitment to free George Jackson was fully 
and exhaustively expressed in this defense movement I have described, it 
will become abundantly clear to you that the prosecution’s contention that 
I participated in the commission of crimes on August 7th is utterly lacking 
in foundation. 

The prosecutor has said that this trial has nothing to do with a political 
frame up. But, members of the jury, during the period of my active involve- 
ment with the Soledad Brothers, I was the object of an extensive spy 
campaign. The prosecutor is in possession of numerous reports to various 
police agencies about my activities in the movement to free the Soledad 
Brothers. He has police reports on rallies where I spoke, police tapes of 
speeches I made throughout the state of California, films of demonstrations 
and rallies where I and others proclaimed our support of the Soledad 
Brothers. - 

Members: of the jury, the prosecutor contends that I was not interested 
in bringing about prison reform. But he has in his possession police reports 
made for the administration of Soledad Prison concerning my activities in 
this field. 

The prosecutor contends that during the period prior to August 7, I was 
a mere creature of passion, and not one who was genuinely striving towards 
the elimination of political repression in the prisons. 

Members of the jury, the prosecutor has evidence that will refute his own 
contentions — evidence gathered by a whole network of police spies and 
spies from the Department of Corrections on the, content of my efforts to 
free George Jackson, Fleeta Drumgo, and John Clutchette.- But this is the 
evidence he will not present to you. He will not present this evidence to 
you, members of the jury, because it will show you the process whereby an 
innocent person can be set up and accused of outrageous crimes. 

No, he will not bring this evidence before you; he will continue to tell 
you that I am not the person you see standing before you, but rather an evil, 
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sinister creature pushed to the brink of disaster by ungovernable emotions 
and passions. 

But let us now move on to another area. 

What may you expect to hear with respect to my friendship and associa- 
tion with Jonathan Jackson? As the evidence is presented, you will learn 
about the source and context of my friendship with Jonathan. You will learn 
that as the Soledad Brothers Defense Committee was consolidated, the 
families of all the brothers participated in the discussions and projects. 

The evidence will show that I became friends with members of Fleeta 
Drumgo’s family, John Clutchette’s family, and George Jackson’s family. 
As time progressed, I came to know Inez Williams, the mother of Fleeta 
Drumgo, Mrs Doris Maxwell, the mother of John Clutchette, and Mrs 
Georgia Jackson, the mother of George Jackson. At this moment, however, 
I will confine my remarks to the relationships which developed between me 
and the Jackson family. 

The evidence will show that I became close friends with Mr and Mrs 
Jackson, their daughters, Periny and Frances, and their son Jonathan. You 
will learn that on many occasions, we attended rallies and demonstrations 
together. While sometimes -we would appear all together, at other times I 
traveled with Mr or Mrs Jackson alone — or with Penny, Frances, or 
Jonathan alone. The evidence will show that I spent much time visiting in 
the home of the Jackson family — and that members of the Jackson family 
visited in my home. You will see that we traveled together not only within 
the area surrounding Los Angeles, but on some occasions, we traveled by 
car to the Bay Area in order to share our experiences with members of the 
Soledad Brothers Defense Committee which had been organized in this 
part of the state. 

The evidence will show that because of the controversy surrounding my 

teaching post at UCLA -— because there were constant threats on my life 
issuing from extremist elements in the community — it was not safe for me 
to travel any distance in Los Angeles outside the company of others. You 
will learn that wherever possible, I tried not to move from place to place 
alone. You will see that for this reason — and also because we became close 
friends — Jonathan Jackson and I were often together. 
« As time progressed, I became closer, not only to Jonathan, but to the 
entire Jackson family. My love and affection for George grew. However, it 
was not until I had been arrested and had become like him a political 
prisoner that my relationship with him grew stronger and my affection 
deeper. 

Jonathan, as well as other members of George Jackson’s family, played a 
“vital role in the activities of the Soledad Brothers Defense Committees. 
Jonathan was a unique part of our group, for he brought with him the angry 
frustrations and concerns of a young man who had no memories.of his older 
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brother except those which were obscured by prison bars. Young Jonathan 
was a child of seven when his brother was first taken to jail. For ten long 
years, he had accompanied various members of his family to prisons across 
the state to visit his brother. These visits must have deft an indelible 
impression on him of what a prisoner’s life was like. Even though he was 
only seventeen years old, Jonathan must have been extremely and inti- 
mately sensitive to the plight, the frustrations, the feelings of desperation 
and futility that men like James McClain, Ruchell Magee, and William 
Christmas must have felt. 

In retrospect, I now understand the very deep frustrations, the very deep 
desperation that Jonathan must have been experiencing. 

My friendship with Jonathan is absolutely no basis whatever for contend- 
ing that I played some role in the events of August 7, 1970. And members 
of the jury, we expect that the evidence of my association with Jonathan will 
make it readily apparent how he might have come to acquire weapons 
which were registered in my name, books allegedly bearing my name, as 
well as other personal property of mine. 

Aside from the matters of which we have already spoken, there are yet 
other aspects of the prosecutor’s non-case against me — aspects with which 
he attempts to draw me into the events of August 7. The prosecutor also 
plans to offer what in legal terminology is called “eye-witness testimony” of 
a circumstantial nature. He contends that sometime prior to August 7, I 
was present in the vicinity of certain areas involved in the case. He contends 
that I was present on three occasions at San Quentin Prison and on one 
occasion near the Marin County Civic Center. 

He also contends that the purchase of weapons by me is some evidence 
of my guilt and that further evidence of my guilt lies in my departure from 
the Bay Area and my subsequent unavailability to the authorities. What 
about this so-called proof of my guilt? 

Let us first consider the purchase of the guns. The prosecutor has 
informed you that he will present evidence to prove that I purchased a 
number of weapons over a certain period of time. Testimony and exhibits 
will purport that some of the guns claimed to have been found:on the scene 
at the Marin County Civic Center are the same guns that I purchased. Out 
of this network of facts, he says, evidence will emerge to support his 
contention that I am guilty of the crimes as charged. 

We say to you that quite to the contrary, the evidence will prove that 
while I did purchase guns, I did nothing to furnish Jonathan Jackson 
or anyone with the weapons which were utilized during the action of 
August 7. 

There are very good reasons why I saw fit to purchase guns — reasons 
wholly unrelated to any criminal activities. You will become aware, as the 
trial progresses, that my experience with guns dates far back into my 
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childhood. You will learn why the neighborhood in which we lived — wheré 
my parents still live - came to be called Dynamite Hill (our house being 
built on the very top of the hill). | 

Because of the constant threats and actual incidents of violence, my 
father had to keep guns in the house. We will tell you in testimony about 
our fears and apprehensions that we might be the next victims of a racist 
assault. We will tell you about our close friends, including the four young 
girls killed in church bombings — who were struck down at the hands of 
racist bombers. You will understand that for a black person who had grown 
up in the South — and particularly during that period — guns had to be a 
normal fact of life. 

As you will see, when I left Birmingham, it was impossible to leave 
behind fears which had accumulated over all the early years of my life. 
When I came to California, my fears and apprehensions were, in fact, 
confirmed. As I became involved in radical movements calling for social 
change, I learned that some of the people who disagreed with the goals we 
were seeking to achieve might express their disagreements in violent ways. 
The evidence will show that we who were working towards radical social 
transformations felt that it would he necessary for us to obtain means to 
protect ourselves. 

The evidence will show that this was true when I worked in the liberation 
movement in San Diego, California. It was true when I worked with the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in Los Angeles. And it was 
true as I worked with the Black Panther Party. During all the time I have 
been a member of the Communist Party — and have worked with the Che- 
Lumumba Club in Los Angeles — it has been necessary for us to be in 
possession of means to defend ourselves from potential attacks by extrem- 
ists in the community. 

The evidence will demonstrate that the situation in this regard became 
particularly tense after my position in the Department of Philosophy at the 
University of California at Los Angeles was threatened by the Regents of 
“the university system. Their attempts to fire me because of my membership 
in the Communist Party made me a public figure, subject to myriad forms 
of harassment — both by those who merely misunderstood the nature of the 
Communist Party and by those who were consciously determined to attack 
communism and communists in whatever way they could. 

There will be testimony regarding the hundreds and thousands of threats 
on my life during the period of my contract with UCLA. During some 
periods, hardly a day would pass when I would not receive a threat of some 
sort. 

When you have heard all this, there will be no doubt in your mind that 
I was convinced with good reason that I‘needed some sort of protection if 
I intended to live out my years. There will be no doubt in your mind that 
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my reason for purchasing those weapons was related to my fears for my own 
life and for the lives of those around me. 

The evidence will demonstrate to you that I purchased weapons not only 
for my own personal protection — but also for the protection of others with 
whom I worked and lived. As you can probably surmise, few individuals 
who have devoted their lives to the struggle against oppression — their entire 
lives — are financially well-off. During the time I taught at the University of 
California, I was receiving far more in terms of my salary than most of my 
friends in the movement. As we all shared whatever we had, it was often I 
who paid for weapons used by others ~as I often paid rent, medical costs, 
and other necessary expenses for my comrades. 

The evidence will show that my. purchase of weapons was totally unre- 
lated to any illegal activities. Further, each time I purchased a weapon, I did 
it in my own name and provided evidence as to my identity - my name, 
address, and place of my birth. Does this sound like the kind of evidence 
which could be invoked in order to prove my guilt? 

It was no secret that I was the owner of the weapons. And because my 
feelings about weapons reflect what orie of you said during the voir dire, I 
felt that I should learn how to handle them. Indeed the evidence will show 
that as soon as I bought my first gun, I immediately proceeded to go target 
practicing at various ranges in Southern California. You will learn that, 
aside from using weapons as a potential means of self-protection, I devel- 
oped an interest in shooting as a sport. Consequently, I spent some of my 
spare time engaging in target practicing at ranges and in areas of the county 
where shooting was legally permitted. 

Contrary to the speculations and conjectures of the prosecution, my 
purchase of ammunition is attributable to the fact that I engaged in this 
target practice. In fact, the evidence will show that for a few years prior to 
August 7, 1970, I frequently bought large quantities of ammunition- that 
is, whenever I was target practicing on a frequent basis. The prosecutor 
made a considerable point of the fact that I purchased a bariana clip. As 
evidence can show, contrary to Mr Harris’s contrivances, if you are target 
practicing it is much mere convenient to use a clip which holds thirty 
rounds than one which holds five. Furthermore, Mr Harris made repeated 
references to a carbine. Although he insists that he can find no words to 
describe this gun, it may easily be described as a carbine with a collapsible 
stock. It is a common type of gun, it is easily accessible in gun shops all over 
the country, and it is used for a wide variety of sports and hunting activities. 

This is not evidence of participation in a crime. 

The prosecutor has placed heavy emphasis on the fact that the shotgun 
registered in my name, allegedly used during the August 7 events, was 
purchased on the very eve of the incident. During the course of the trial, the 
purchase of the shotgun by me on August 5 will be fully accounted for by 
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the evidence. You may be sure, however, that there will be no evidence that 
this gun was bought in connection with any criminal intent or purpose. 

Judicial history is replete with instances where innocent people like me 
have been convicted on the basis of mistaken identifications. This is par- 
ticularly true when it is a question of white people identifying black people. 
We ask you to examine this testimony cautiously and critically. 

The evidence will further show that the procedures used in connection 
with these identifications were tainted. The identifications were made 
through unduly suggestive procedures. 

The evidence will show that these identifications stand completely alone 
and isolated and are uncorroborated by any other evidence. 

` What about the so-called flight from the Bay Area? The evidence will 
show conclusively that I did not flee from the Bay Area August 7, 1970. I 
did make PSA flight 422 from San Francisco to Los Angeles. It will become 
abundantly clear that I bought a ticket with my own check and conducted 
myself at that time in thé same manner as any other person who would have 
‘been. catching that’ flight at that. time. 

Members of the “jury, this evidence reveals the absurdity of the 
prosecution’s entire case. By this evidence, Mr Harris attempts to trans- 
mute normal, every-day human conduct — namely, being rushed to catch a 
plane — into evidence of guilt. I repeat, there will be no evidence that my trip 
from San Francisco to Los Angeles on August 7, 1970 constituted flight 
from the Bay Area. Indeed, you will hear no evidence whatever which can 
establish the fact that at that time I was even aware of the events which had 
taken place. The prosecutor will attempt to show that I dropped out of sight 
immediately following the events of August 7. But there is no evidence to 
this effect. 

The evidence will, however, show that I eventually became the target of 
a state-wide search and investigation in connection with the events at the 
Marin Civic Center. It was only after my safety was thereby placed in 
danger that I departed from the state of California. 

The evidence will show that there was good reason for me to make 
myself unavailable at that time. The evidence will show that I had good 
reason to fear police violence should I voluntarily submit to the authorities 
at that time. The evidence will show that on many occasions in -the past, 
black and Chicano people — particularly political activists — have been 
victims of police violence. The evidence will show that I had ample reason 
to fear unjust treatment by the courts of California, that I had reason to fear 
the prospect of many months of incarceration without bail, an eventual trial 
before an all-white jury, therefore a jury not composed of my peers, and 
many other obstacles to my efforts to protect my innocence. 

You will hear testimony that many other people, when faced with similar 
situations, also reacted in similar ways. The evidence will demonstrate that 
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particularly in the black and Chicano communities, there are great fears 
that once one is accused of a crime, one may find it extremely difficult to 
overcome the many obstacles which stand. in the way of protecting one’s 
innocence. 

Members of the jury, the evidence will conclusively show that my un- 
availability to the authorities in Marin County cannot be interpreted as a 
basis for contending that I am guilty. On the contrary, the evidence will 
show that it was my innocence that motivated me to leave the state of 
California at that time. . 

It is a sick kind of game which the prosecutor is playing; he has invented 
a scheme, a diagram, a conspiracy. Now he must fit his conspirator, his 
criminal into the picture. He has a crime scheme, a plan; how can he pull 
me into it so that it still appears plausible? Since I committed no crimes, 
since all my activity was open and above board, the prosecutor is left with 
only one alternative; he must shape his circumstantial case by transforming 
ordinary activity into criminal activity. Guess and speculation will help you 
find that link; you don’t find it in Mr Harris’s evidence. And he makes no 
bones about asking you to draw the inferences. 

Take for example the simple fact that I moved from one apartment to 
another around the beginning of July. Can you fathom what this has to do 
with any conspiracy? The prosecutor never did tell you on Monday; you are 
left to wonder, to guess, to speculate. She moved — it must haye been in 
connection with some conspiracy, he asks you to think. He tells you that 
Jonathan Jackson lived for some three weeks in my apartment. The evi- 
dence will demonstrate that he did not ‘live in my apartment. Clearly the 
prosecutor has said this because he wants you to speculate that’ we were 
living together in that apartment in order to participate together in a 
conspiracy. 

And what about the $100 check that he says I cashed on August 4. He 
tells you about the $100 then in the very next breath, he says: Jonathan 
Jackson rented a van on August 6 and paid the rental fee with two.$20 bills. 
You are to put these two facts together — facts totally-unrelated to each 
other — and then guess that I had something to do with the rental of a van. 
I cashed a-check in Oakland for $100; two days-later someone rented a van 
in San Francisco for $40; ergo, I rented the van. Is there’ any way you can 
hook up these two facts — the cashing of a check by me and the rental of a 
van by another two days later — and find criminal intent without making a 
wild guess? There will be no evidence that L gave Jonathan Jackson $40 to 
rent the van. 

And that is not the wildest of the guesses that prosecutor is asking you to 


~ make. Again, what about the inference that I supplied weapons to Jonathan 


Jackson to use on August 7? What is there to help one to arrive at that 
inference? Is there a single piece of evidence to show that Jonathan Jackson 
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took my guns with my knowledge and consent? Only guess, speculation, 
and conjecture can lead one to that unnatural inference. Indeed all the 
evidence points one only to the contrary inference for I did not knowingly 
supply Jonathan with any guns for use on August 7. 

Mr Harris not only asks you to guess in order to get you to the inference 
that weapons used on August 7 were knowingly supplied to Jonathan 
Jackson by me, but he carries it even a step further. He asks you to draw, 
out of thin air, the conclusion that the shotgun purchase of August 5 and 
the carbine purchase of July 25 were made specifically for use on August 7. 
. Not a shred of evidence supports this inference; you must reach it by the 
same road you traveled to conclude that I was the supplier of the guns. You 
must guess, you must speculate, you must surmise, that I had crime and 
conspiracy in my mind when I bought those guns. You must guess that 
I bought them intending their use in a conspiracy despite the fact that I 
identified myself upon making the purchases and am the registered owner 
of the guns. You are asked to draw the conclusion that I purchased the 
shotgun.for a crime even though Mr Harris’s own witness will tell you that 
I signed my name at the time of the purchase. Only guess, speculation, and 
conjecture willtake you down-the path on which the prosecutor seeks to 
lead you. 

What else are you left to guess about? On Monday the prosecutor told 
you he will prove Jonathan Jackson registered in a hotel in San Francisco on 
the night of August 6. He said Jonathan Jackson was with another person. 
If, indeed, he was with a second person, is there any evidence as to who the 
mystery man or woman was? Was it I? I don’t know whether the prosecutor 
knows who the person was who accompanied Jonathan. I know and he 
knows that it was not I. He doesn’t even suggest that it was I. But he leaves 
an inference hanging. You are to guess who was with Jonathan Jackson 
on that evening. You are to guess, based on no evidence, just Mr Harris’s 
-statement that another person accompanied Jonathan Jackson. 

When we get to August 7, you must make another guess about my 
purposes. I wasn’t at the Marin County Civic Center, the scene of the 
crime. But I was at the San Francisco Airport at some time during that day. 
With his prosecutorial legerdemain, Mr Harris widens the scene of the 
. crime to include me where I was that afternoon — trying to catch a plane at 
the airport. Is there any evidence that my purpose for being at the airport 
was to participate in a conspiracy? Not a shred. You must guess that I was 
at the airport not to buy a ticket with my own check and to take a plane to 
Los Angeles, but to participate in a conspiracy — a conspiracy to do what, 
to fly where? My presence at the airport for a few moments before I took the 
plane to Los Angeles had absolutely nothing to do with a conspiracy. 

And what of the oblique suggestion that I had some connection with a 
Volkswagen allegedly borrowed by Jonathan Jackson — which apparently 
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turned up at the San Francisco Airport some two weeks after the August 7 
events? 

And before I conclude this section, let me mention another guess the 
prosecutor is asking you to make without saying it straight forward. He says 
Jonathan Jackson had a slip of paper with the number of a telephone booth 
at the airport. Then he says dramatically, “You don’t call a public tele- 
phone booth unless you expect someone to be there!” Well, who is Mr 
Harris referring to? When was Jonathan to call that booth? Was he to stop 
the van on Route 101 and place a call to the airport? Was someone 
supposed to be waiting in the booth to receive the call? Who? Again, 
members of the jury, you must resort to guess and surmise. Only by highly 
imaginative speculation can a meaningless phone number become evidence 
of a criminal conspiracy. 

Only your own guesses, members of the jury, cart fill the gigantic gaps in 
the prosecution case. 

` Members of the jury, the charges against me are the logical extension of 
the unlawful attacks which began with the actions of the governor of this 
state and of the Regents of the University of California when they unlaw- 
fully dismissed me from my post at UCLA. Like the Regents, the prosecu- 
tion has contended that I didn’t live solely in the world of ideas, but that I 
was committed to action. Specifically, he referred to me as a “student of 
violence” and stated that behind my “cool academic veneer” was a woman 
capable of the crimes of murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy. To give 
credence to this contention, Mr Harris cites two books allegedly found in 
the possession of Jonathan Jackson, allegedly bearing my signature, entitled 
Violence and Social Change, and The Politics of Violence: Revolution in the 
Modern World. 

The evidence will show that in the summer of 1970, I was engaged in 
research for my doctoral dissertation. The object of my study is the theory 
of force in Kant’s political philosophy of history and in German idealism in 
general. Contrary to the conjectures of the prosecution — which seeks to 
transform an academic endeavor into a commitment to violence — the two 
books in question, and several others not mentioned, were objective studies 
of conditions of violence in Vietnam, Latin America, Africa, and in the 
black and brown and white communities in the US. I read these sociologi- 
cal studies in connection with my work in philosophy. To study the theory 
of force in philosophy can hardly be construed as evidence that I am a 
practitioner of violence. 

Further, as the evidence will show, my political commitment, my politi- 
cal experience, including in the Communist Party, has manifested itself 
in terms of what I am capable of doing — writing, teaching, speaking and 
organizing around the plight of all oppressed people, political prisoners in 
general, the Soledad Brothers specifically, and thereby helping to organize 
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an ‘effective political movement for progressive social change. The 
f: prosecution’s own evidence will show that I was not committed to indi- 
iz vidual acts of escape, but that I was committed to the building of a 
p movement capable of creating a climate of public opinion in which the 
f: death penalty could be declared unconstitutional, and in which juries could 


P acquit prisoners of politically-inspired charges — an event we witnessed 3 . E Son 
p the day before yesterday with the acquittal of the two surviving Soledad Selected Bibliography 


H Brothers. 

‘ Members of the jury, we reach the conclusion of our opening statement 
and we ask you to think towards the conclusion of this trial. When you will 
have sat patiently, almost to the point of exhaustion and will have heard all 
sides of the heated contest which will unfold in this courtroom — when you 
will have sat in calm reflection and deliberation — we know — we have the 
utmost confidence — that your verdict will be the only verdict that the 
evidence and justice demand in this case., We are confident that this case 
will terminate with your pronouncement of two words -NOT GUILTY!!! 
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